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First and second generation immigrant youth constitute 20 percent of the children 
growing in the United States (Suarez Orozco et al., 2008), a population struggling to gain 
access to educational and professional institutions. This ethnographic study of the daily 
lives of recently-arrived immigrant youth in high school takes a transnational point of 
departure to look at how opportunity and restriction are structured in the lives of 12 male 
immigrant youth, revealing two fields which have a high incidence in the investment and 
attainment of status in the field of education: the migration process and work. Through 
the description of their daily practices, the study reveals how this population navigates 
access to social, cultural and economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986).  
A major factor in the educational success of immigrant youth is not present in 
educational research: the role of documentation status. By describing the cultural 
practices of young migrants and their families prior to, during and after the migration 
process, the study shows how the migration experience produces capital by placing youth 
in a variety of migration statuses. Their status in the migration process, in turn, structures 
opportunities to professional and educational experiences in order to affect their social 
mobility.  
This also work highlights the dynamic interaction between the fields of 
migration processes, work and education for immigrant youth, where status in each 
field transfers to each other and multiplies. While many of the scholarship on 
    
Bourdieu focuses on a particular field and argues the ‘relative autonomy of each 
field’, this works shows that in order to describe the structural barriers to mobility 
for immigrant youth, we need to take into account the integrated nature of these 
fields. This study has major implications for schools, communities and teacher 
training programs that serve the growing population of immigrant students as well as 
how immigration is discussed both in the context of education and in the public 
sphere. 
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“The end of the school year is only two months away and the principal and guidance counselor of the 
high school are having an informational meeting with the graduating seniors. The guidance 
counselor is making sure that all the students applying to the local community school take the week of 
April vacation to apply to there: “…in order to go to [Lake Mary] Community College, you must 
bring your transcript and your ID…”. Jose, standing against the wall, reaches for his wallet and 
takes out his subway transportation pass, and shows it to the guidance counselor: “here is my ID”. 
He looks at me, smiling. Jose’s attitude towards his status as an undocumented student has gone 
through a few different incarnations in his high school career. In his senior year, it manifests as a mix 
of resignation and humor.” 
 
“Undocumented aliens cannot be treated as a suspect class, because their presence in this country in 
violation of federal law is not a "constitutional irrelevancy." […] The stigma of illiteracy will mark 
them for the rest of their lives. By denying these children a basic education, we deny them the ability 
to live within the structure of our civic institutions, and foreclose any realistic possibility that they will 
contribute in even the smallest way to the progress of our Nation. […] It is difficult to understand 
precisely what the State hopes to achieve by promoting the creation and perpetuation of a subclass of 
illiterates within our boundaries, surely adding to the problems and costs of unemployment, welfare, 
and crime. It is thus clear that whatever savings might be achieved by denying these children an 
education, they are wholly insubstantial in light of the costs involved to these children, the State, and 
the Nation.” Plyler vs Doe, 457 U.S. 202 [1982], a law allowing undocumented children attend K-12 
schooling. 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Navigating the outskirts of society, recently-arrived immigrant youth from the 
global South have a significantly different position and perspective of society than the 
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rest of us. As adolescents, they are constructed as problematic and immature, while 
facing heavy work and family responsibilities. As people of color, they have been hurled 
into a different construction of race and ethnicity, categorized as the ‘other’ and 
continuously exposed to xenophobia and racial violence. As individuals with low social, 
economic and cultural capital in the United States, they struggle to gain acceptance into 
higher education and professional advancement. Some, as undocumented students, are 
immersed in educational discourses that prioritize transitions to higher education and 
professional advancement, their immigrant status determining prohibitive institutional 
restrictions to both.  
As the number of immigrant youth in educational institutions in the United States 
grows, they face serious barriers to social mobility and the prospect of being a generation 
associated to long-term poverty and aspirations dashed. First and second generation 
immigrant youth constitute 20 percent of the children growing in the United States 
(Suarez Orozco, M.M., Suarez Orozco, C. & I. Todorova, 2008), a population struggling 
gain access to educational and professional institutions. Immersed in a system that offers 
them a mixture of opportunity and restriction, this population provides a unique point of 
analysis as to how different fields in society operate to grant access and restrict social 
advancement. Through the theoretical lens of transnationalism, this ethnography 
describes the daily-lived experiences of recently arrived immigrant youth, paying special 
attention to how they negotiate access to social, cultural and economic capital within and 
across social fields. 
Globally, the impact of immigration is felt in many countries, especially in 
developed countries of Europe, North America and Oceania. These countries are dealing 
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with an increased number of immigrants crossing their borders and reacting with 
increasing efforts to control immigration (Cornelius, 1982). While waves of immigration 
and anti-immigrant backlash are not a new phenomenon (Calavita, 1996), the latest 
patterns of immigration, hailing from the so-called developing world, are garnering new 
kinds of demands for restriction and backlash. In the United States, a country with a long 
history and folklore around immigration, the latest patterns of immigration have triggered 
what Calavita calls “the new immigrant restrictionism” (1996, p. 284), affecting the way 
that health, education, legal and political institutions are dealing with the issue. 
Furthermore, this restrictionism affects how public debates around immigration are 
framed in media outlets. 
In the United States, immigration is framed in the public eye as a problem (Lakoff 
& Ferguson, 2005). Constructed as a fiscal, social or cultural problem, the United States 
press has focused more prominently on the new patterns of immigration as fiscal (Benson 
& Saguy, 2005). On the fringes of the immigration debates are undocumented immigrant 
students, facing the severest kinds of restrictionism. In these debates, the word ‘illegal’ is 
used as an adjective in phrases such as ‘illegal alien’, ‘illegal immigrant’, or simply 
‘illegals’. Additionally, terms such as ‘invasion’ and ‘aliens’ are popular, and this legal 
theme connotes criminality, inherent badness and other-ness (Lakoff & Ferguson, 2005). 
In the state of Massachusetts, the site for the study, a continuing debate about 
undocumented immigrants’ participation in higher education is limited to meritocratic 
and market-based ideologies (Jefferies, 2009), narrowing the debate as to whether 
undocumented students present an economic asset to the state, or whether they should 
have a shot at the American Dream. As educators struggle to incorporate immigrant 
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students into their schools, more description into the daily live of this population are 
needed in order to best serve their needs. 
The migration status of a person in the United States is an issue that is usually 
referred to with the words ‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ and is typically associated with adult 
immigrant populations. However, the nearly 2 million students in American schools 
whose migration process has resulted in some kind of unauthorized status are a 
population not mentioned often. These are youth who have migrated alone or with their 
families, either on temporary permits that have expired or have entered the borders 
without explicit authorization. While their right to access a K-12 education was disputed 
by some school districts, the Supreme Court ruled it unconstitutional to deny them this 
right in a ruling that argued that denying them an education would likely contribute to 
"the creation and perpetuation of a subclass of illiterates within our boundaries, surely 
adding to the problems and costs of unemployment, welfare, and crime" (Plyler vs Doe, 
1982). After this law, schools cannot ask for documentation status as a condition for 
enrollment in schools. While this has enabled the growing population of undocumented 
children to attend schools without discrimination, it has only given a partial remedy to the 
situation, not allowing these young people to be a part of the formal economy and 
denying them access to other educational pursuits. 
At the same time, the number of immigration raids at a national level has 
increased dramatically post 9/11, since the creation of the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) and Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), resulting in seven 
times the number of yearly arrests of undocumented immigrants than before 2002. In one 
raid in the state of Massachusetts, for example, a total of 361 workers were arrested in a 
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factory in the nearby town of New Bedford in March 2007, leaving 113 children without 
parental care, and producing significant hardship and stress for the people involved. 
Smaller immigration raids, furthermore, are a common occurrence in the state. For 
undocumented immigrants, this xenophobic atmosphere contributes to a feeling of fear, 
stress and isolation.  
Undocumented immigrants are the most economically vulnerable and politically 
powerless of all low-wage workers in the United States (Sassen, 1988; Piore, 1979), most 
of them doing hard labor for less than minimum wage. Studies of undocumented migrants 
in different parts of the United States report the constant fear and stress about deportation 
and the effects it has on mobility (Coutin, 2000; Mahler, 1995; Chavez, 1998). In the city 
of Boston, Schmalzbauer’s (2005) study of the daily lives of Honduran migrants found 
that fear of deportation led many to be unwilling to stand up for themselves in the 
workplace, thus having to endure low-paying jobs in unsafe and unpleasant 
environments. Her respondents worked, mostly in a temporary fashion, in factories, 
agriculture, the hospitality industry, the care industry (hospitals, private homes, and 
nursing homes) and commercial cleaning, with an average wage of $10/hour.  In cities 
with a high cost of living such as Boston, the low pay and lack of professional mobility 
limits the amount of money that migrants can send to their families, chokes mobility 
opportunities and threatens family survival (67).  
Caught in this whirlwind of xenophobia, political persecution and criminalization 
are undocumented youth in the last years of high school, a time when decisions 
surrounding professional advancement and a college education conflict with the 
restrictions placed on unauthorized immigrants. Although sociological and 
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anthropological studies have looked at undocumented immigrants’ lives (Chavez, 1998; 
Coutin, 2000; Schmalzbauer, 2005), few studies have described the daily life experiences 
of immigrant students, including those with some kind of undocumented status, as they 
interact with different fields in society. 
Within the various reactions surrounding immigration from the global South, 
including negative association on the press, immigration raids and work restrictions, as 
well as the place in society afforded to them as adolescents, institutions in the United 
States are struggling to best serve populations that do not have the same access to 
cultural, social and economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986) as might a typical American 
family. Educational, health, legal and government institutions, however, operate from an 
abstract assumption of a Standard North American Family (Smith, 1993), with two 
English-speaking parents in the home, living in one country only and not limited by legal 
constraints on work and education. These assumptions work to provide these institutions 
with ideas about what resources are needed, by whom, in what shape, and how to provide 
those resources. However, because of the lack of research-based information on these 
waves of immigrant populations, these prevailing assumptions are of limited to no use. 
These assumptions, actualized through institutions like education, are bound to fail to 
serve a student population that operates differently than mainstream and even 
documented immigrant populations.  
Secondary schooling in the United States is often seen to be a stepping stone to 
either higher education or a particular vocational career in order to access capital in 
society. Within policy documents and practices (e.g., Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007), the 
needs of immigrant students are most often talked about from an angle of English 
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Language Development (Stevens, 2009). While the need to develop fluency in English is 
incontrovertible, this sole focus works to obscure other dimensions of the experience 
immigrant populations. The result of this trend in educational focus and research is a 
substantive lack of research that addresses not only the context of secondary schooling 
for undocumented students but also the other relevant spaces of their lives, including 
work, health, family and migration status. 
Most institutions view immigrants as residing together with their nuclear families 
in one geographical location and wanting to assimilate socially and economically in the 
United States as soon as possible. In contrast, sociologists have alerted us to new patterns 
of immigrant daily life, detailing a rich transnational exchange (Sassen, 1988, 1998) of 
economic and emotional ties that cannot be seen fully from the theoretical perspective of 
assimilation. Traditional immigration studies “[use] the nation-state as the hegemonic 
representation of identity, focusing solely on immigration incorporation within the 
country of settlement” (Schmalzbauer, 2005, p. 8), and the term ‘immigrant’ comes to 
mean a rupture from and abandonment of culture and ways of life of the home country. 
Believing that this view does not capture the complicated dynamic of the migration 
process and the myriad experiences and identities of immigrants, some sociological 
research has adopted the “simultaneity” of assimilation and transnationality (Levitt & 
Glick Schiller, 2004). In this way, the lives and experiences of immigrant students are not 
bound within the borders of the United States, and it is acknowledged that they maintain 
close ties to their countries of origins and develop transnational cultural, economic and 
political identities.  
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A theoretical stance of transnationalism provides a different starting point for 
social scientific inquiry into the daily practices of immigrant students. However, this lens 
has only sparingly been used in the field of educational research and has not yet been 
used in researching the experiences of the growing number of undocumented students in 
schools. Furthermore, no research has worked from the daily-lived experiences of 
recently arrived immigrant youth in order to describe how persons with the lowest levels 
of access to forms of capital interact with the various institutions both within and outside 
education. As a social institution that can offer some forms of capital, education has 
much to gain from studies that demonstrate systems of capital across social fields. From 
the perspective of people with low forms of capital, this study will describe how these 
forms of capital work with each other within and across social fields, asking the 
following research questions: 
1. What are the daily-life practices of recently arrived immigrant youth? 
2. What fields are most crucial to the social mobility of immigrant youth? 
3. How do recently arrived immigrant youth negotiate access to various forms of 
economic, social and cultural capital within these fields? 
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Theoretical framework 
To explore the daily lives of immigrant youth, this study draws upon theories that 
contextualize contemporary patterns of immigration and negotiations of capital within 
society, ultimately speaking to the factors influencing the social mobility of immigrant 
youth.  
Of utmost importance to this study is how we conceptualize persons who have 
migrated from their country of origin, what is salient about the historical process of the 
movements of people, as well as to take notice how public discourses have treated this 
issue. Scholars and policy experts in the United States have historically focused their 
attention on the acculturation and assimilation of immigrants, formulating 
“Americanization” as the goal for those interested in migration (Mahler, 1995). During 
the early 20th Century the Chicago School was at the forefront of theorizing assimilation, 
suggesting “that while immigrants did not have to rid themselves of all ethnic and 
cultural traits, they did have to transform themselves enough to incorporate into the 
American mainstream” (Schmalzbauer, 2005, p. 5). Assimilation was deemed necessary 
to the well being of immigrants and of the US society as a whole, and a means to achieve 
“cultural solidarity”, essential to “sustaining a national existence” (Park, 1930, in Alba 
and Nee, 1999).  
In this vein, Park (1930) suggested three stages for assimilation, where 
immigrants first come into contact with other ethnic groups and there exists competition 
among them. Second, this competition slowly evolves into accommodation, which is then 
followed by the assimilation of the minority group into the majority group. Although the 
process is full of conflict and struggle, the outcome of assimilation is inevitable. 
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Introducing political and economic elements into the debate, Gordon (1964) complicated 
this notion by distinguishing between cultural and structural assimilation, arguing that 
structural assimilation occurred when minority groups entered into contact with the 
majority group. Once this occurred, acculturation would follow. Thus, he saw the 
relationships that evolved between different ethnic groups as one-way, where ethnic 
groups adopted the culture of the majority group, acknowledging that immigrant groups’ 
culture had an effect only on the margins of society.  
As the nature of the immigrant populations arriving to the United States shifted to 
mostly non-European nations of origins, theories of assimilation were adapted to include 
the uneven balances of power between ethnic groups and the role of social capital. 
Suggesting “segmented assimilation”, Portes and Zhou (1993) explain how immigrants 
with high human capital tend to assimilate into the middle and upper classes of society, 
while labor migrants, with low levels of human capital, assimilate into poor minority 
groups and experience low levels of mobility. However, much immigration theory 
“continues to assert that measures of assimilation are the best means of understanding 
and explaining the ways immigrants fit into mainstream society across generations” 
(Alba & Nee, 1999). These traditional immigration studies, “using the nation-state as the 
hegemonic representation of identity, focus solely on immigration incorporation within 
the country of settlement” (Schmalzbauer, 2005, p. 8), and the term ‘immigrant’ comes to 
mean a rupture from and abandonment of culture and ways of life of the home country. 
Key to the development of an assimilationist framework that looked at 
immigration experiences was the importance of the modern notion of the nation-state and 
its relationship to the development of identity. The idea of a nation, through modernity, 
 11      
included more static definitions of a single territory, language, ethnicity and form of state 
organization. Even in places where more than one language or ethnicity existed, policies 
of ‘modernizing homogenization’ (Garcia Canclini, 2001, p. 29) concealed the linguistic 
and ethnic variety behind the concept of nation. In this way, identities took shape 
exclusively in relation to an imagined community secured by idiosyncratic bonds of 
territory and lineage, and structured by the logic of the state.  
Because an assimilationist view centered on the nation-state cannot capture the 
complicated dynamic of the migration process and the myriad experiences and identities 
of immigrants, this study will look at the experiences of recently arrived immigrant youth 
in American society with an approach that takes into account their past history in their 
country of origin, as well as the historical, economic and political background for 
immigration. In this way, the lives and experiences of immigrant students are not bound 
within the borders of the United States, and it is acknowledged that they maintain close 
ties to their countries of origins and develop transnational cultural, economic and political 
identities. In the same sense, it is acknowledged that the identities of individuals are 
structured both by the logic of the state and by the industrial production of culture, by 
communication technologies and the segmented consumption of commodities. To 
contend with this multifaceted simultaneity in immigrants’ daily lives, the theoretical 
frame of transnationalism provides a better filter than that of assimilation. 
Transnational migration refers to “…the process by which immigrants forge and 
sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and 
settlement” (Basch, Glick Schiller & Blanc, 1994, p. 7). It is acknowledged that most of 
these transnational migrants are poor and unemployed workers, with some component of 
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the family living in their place of origin and others in the place of settlement. In this way, 
families and communities optimize security by maintaining a resource base in two places 
(Levitt, 2001), and diversifying family income by tapping into two labor markets 
(Massey, 1999). The complex realities of immigrants can no longer be represented by 
conventional assimilationist frameworks, as global capitalist forces encourage them to 
live in more than one nation state (Basch, Glick Schiller & Blanc, 1994; Levitt & Glick 
Schiller, 2004).  
A transnational approach begs us to see immigration as heavily linked to the 
changing conditions of the global capitalist economy, the context of global relations 
between capital and labor (Kearney, 1995; Basch, Glick Schiller and Blanc, 1992; 
Guarnizo and Smith, 1998; Mahler, 1998) and the international division of labor (See 
Wallerstein, 1979). The globalization of production and consumption and the heightened 
mobility of goods, ideas, people and capital create a permanent demand for highly skilled 
and professional workers, as well as unskilled laborers willing to work for low wages 
(Massey et al., 1993; Piore, 1979). The direction of the migration of labor is from South 
to North, as the de-industrialization of developed countries in the North has occurred 
alongside the disruptions of economies in the global South (Sassen, 1988, 1998). In this 
way, many migrants now work in the countries that once colonized them and have 
maintained them within the sphere of economic and political influence since 
decolonization (Levitt, 2001).  
In the case of the United States, the economic and political influence that it has 
exercised over most of Central America and the Caribbean, acting as an imperial power 
since the 1800’s, as well as the penetration of multinational capital in the form of U.S. 
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companies, has encouraged immigration into the country. As Sassen (1988) describes, 
workers in Central America join the labor force in multinational companies and develop 
ideological connections to the United States. Because the employment duration for these 
workers is usually short, they often find themselves unemployed and still poor, a situation 
that has proven ripe for migration to the United States. Within the context of heightened 
connectedness of global capital and labor, the spread of global media from the North to 
the South has set the stage for many migrants to be socialized partially into some Western 
and North American values, a phenomenon referred to as “pre-immigration 
westernization”. 
In this phase of contemporary capitalism, territory cannot be conflated with 
culture and identity, as this limits the abilities of researchers to understand the realities of 
transnational migrants. Transnationalism demands that we look beyond modernist notions 
of ethnicity, nation, and culture as geographically rooted (Basch et al., 1994; Bhabba, 
1990; Gupta, 1992; Smith & Guarnizo, 1998), as the economic, political and social 
practices of migrants cross borders. This is not to signify, however, that transnational 
migrants are agents without constraints (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002; Guarnizo & Smith, 
1998; Mahler, 1998), that the nation-state does not still play a role in their lives, or that 
borders do not exist. While the movement of capital is less affected by laws and policies, 
the flow of labor has been more explicitly contested. The movement of labor across the 
United States borders has been constrained by strict immigration laws, creating 
dangerous border crossings and the criminalization and stripping away of constitutional 
rights for these workers. As transnational migrants subvert borders to enter their host 
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communities without due legal process, they do so at great risk and face severe 
restrictions in their daily lives (Chavez, 1998; Schmalzbauer, 2007).  
In order to distinguish between the relative weight of local, national or global 
forces at play in globalization, Guarnizo & Smith (1998) conceptualize “transnationalism 
form above and below”. “Transnationalism from above” refers to the weakening of the 
nation state from pressures of global capital (Sassen, 1988), media (Appadurai, 1996), 
and global economic institutions such as the World Trade Organization, the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund and the global capitalist class (Guarnizo & Smith, 
1998). These multilateral collectivities exert pressure and seek to construct a “new world 
order”, regulating transnational flows of capital, trade, people and culture, presenting 
imagery and information on an almost global scale that threatens “to swamp the cultural 
networks of more local unities, including nations and ethnic communities (Smith, 1990, 
174-175). 
Against the homogenizing and elitist macro-level forces of “transnationalism 
from above”, “transnationalism from below” describes the multiple and counter-
hegemonic forces that are generated among non-elites (Mahler, 1998), including mass 
migrations, grassroots mobilizations and ethnic nationalism (Guarnizo & Smith, 1998). 
“Transnationalism from below” focuses on the daily lives, activities and relationships of 
people as they attempt to sustain material and cultural resources and shifts the point of 
analysis from the global to the local, analyzing the repercussions that transnational forces 
have on the actions of individuals, families and communities. 
One such study is Levitt’s (2001) depiction of a “transnational village”, a place 
that emerges and endures in part by “social remittances”, constituted by the flow of ideas, 
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behaviors and social capital from receiving to sending communities. These constitute 
“tools with which ordinary individuals create global culture at the local level” (11). The 
author’s description of the relationship between the neighborhoods of Jamaica Plain in 
Boston and Miraflores in the Dominican Republic is a “transnational village”, in which 
physical migration is not required of all, since the participation of migrants in their home 
communities transforms the sending-community in a way that non-migrants have to adapt 
to these practices and change of values. In transnational spaces, migrants are encouraged 
to try on new gender roles and think differently about politics, consumer ideology, 
religion and identity, all of which have differential social values in home and host 
contexts. 
While transnationalism is a means of optimizing security by maintaining a 
resource base in two places (Levitt, 2001) and of diversifying family income by tapping 
into two labor markets (Massey, 1999), Levitt found that social and cultural capital, as 
well as social class, were important factors in the success of migrants of Miraflores. 
Those who arrived with more education, money and contacts were more likely to get 
ahead; those with more human and social capital were able to navigate the educational 
system, starts businesses and express political demands in an easier manner (200). On the 
other hand, migrants with low proficiency in English and no contacts struggled to make 
ends meet, sometimes resorting to illegal practices which landed them in jail, and many 
of them returning to the sending country in the same situation they arrived. 
Levitt (2001) documents in detail the ambiguous rewards of migrants who have 
done well, who although earn more than before, are working long hours, inhabit the 
lower ladders of the socio-economic scale and have little access to the Anglo world. 
 16      
Some regret their choice of migrating but feel responsible for family members and 
friends whom they support. Dominican-based relatives of these migrants are enjoying 
more income, a more comfortable lifestyle, access to better schools, health services, and a 
stronger sense of political responsibility. These gains, however, come at the cost of a high 
reliance of those in Boston, making it impossible to rely on themselves and losing faith in 
the Dominican Republic’s ability to solve its own problems (200). From this view of 
transnationalism, Levitt (2001) is better able to analyze the complicated intersections of 
economic, social and cultural capital in contemporary patterns of migration. 
Similarly, this research project looks at how first generation immigrant youth with 
lower levels of capital use transnational strategies at the local level in order to negotiate 
material and cultural resources. It also takes into account, when considering the kinds of 
capital that are structured and accessible to them, the capital garnered prior to the 
migration process. When describing the kinds of capital that are structured and accessible 
to them in the field of education, this study will take into account the students’ country of 
origin as an important place for the accumulation of such capital, taking into account the 
migration process as key to the description of how they negotiate access to social 
mobility in the United States.  
Bourdieu: theory of capital, practices and ‘field’ 
In order to contend with the strategies, restrictions, and negotiations of access to 
the social spaces that are significant to immigrant youth’s lives, this study will use 
Bourdieu’s theory of capital, as well as the concepts of ‘field’ and practices within his 
theory of social reproduction. For Bourdieu (1986), a discussion of capital must extend 
beyond economic forms. His study of the unequal scholastic achievement of children of 
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different social classes recognized the limitations of only using economic capital, or what 
“is immediately and directly converted into money and may be institutionalized in the 
form of property rights” (47), to formulate conclusions about the chances of success for a 
person in the school system. Claiming that this stance did not regard both the cultural and 
social capital transmitted, he theorizes two kinds of capital that can be present in an 
immaterial form, are important to educational success and, ultimately, success in society. 
Cultural capital refers to the sum of the forms of knowledge, dispositions, 
attitudes and behaviors that are transmitted to a person, usually by the family, which 
position him or her favorably in society. This kind of capital is different from economic 
capital in that it can exist in an embodied state, as the family or caretaker imbue these 
characteristics on the person through a period of time and which are not transmittable 
instantaneously. While goods can be appropriated in a material fashion, Bourdieu (1986) 
differentiates their symbolic appropriation, such as the “possession of the means of 
consuming a painting or a machine. […] To possess a machine, [one] only needs 
economic capital; to appropriate and use them in accordance to their specific purpose, 
[one] must have access to embodied cultural capital” (50). Cultural capital can also be 
institutionalized in the form of academic credentials and qualifications, drawing an 
essential difference between the officially recognized, guaranteed cultural competence 
and the simple cultural competence of a person without credentials, constantly required to 
prove itself (51). In this way, Bourdieu’s examples place the education system as the 
main avenue for validation of cultural capital.  
Also theorized by Bourdieu (1986) are the extremely valuable networks of 
institutionalized relationships that a person can possess in society, which allows a 
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member to be supported and backed by the capital of a group, as well as given access into 
opportunities to build economic capital. Membership in these groups may exist only in a 
practical and symbolic state, but can also be instituted and guaranteed by a common last 
name, club, school, religious or other organization. In order for social capital to be 
reproduced, it takes a considerable effort and time in socializing, where recognition is 
endlessly affirmed and reaffirmed. Seen purely from an economic point of view, this time 
expenditure can appear as a waste of money, but in terms of social capital it is a solid 
investment, the fruits of which will appear in monetary or other forms in the future (54).  
Bourdieu’s main reason to make explicit these different forms of capital arises 
during the transmission of capital, where social and cultural capital can be converted into 
economic capital and vice-versa, ensuring the process of social reproduction of class 
benefits. In a sense, social and cultural capital constitutes economic capital in disguise, 
facilitating its transmission between generations. For example, cultural capitals’ diffuse 
and continuous transmittal within the family escapes observation and control, only 
obtaining efficacy in the labor market when validated by the educational system. 
Economic capital is more explicit in its reproduction in the form of inheritance and thus 
more prone to mechanisms of control. Therefore, the “holders of capital have an ever-
greater interest in resorting to reproduction strategies capable of ensuring better-disguised 
transmission […] by exploiting the convertibility of the different forms of capital” (55).  
The concepts of capital and practices are heavily tied to the notion of field, a 
particular social domain that is distinctive, relatively autonomous and structured, such as 
politics, religion, the arts, education, consumption or business. Fields are arenas where 
actors draw on economic, social and cultural capital as the key types of resources to 
 19      
compete for status in the social hierarchy of each field. Bourdieu gives the example of the 
academic field, where cultural capital is gained through perceptions of academic 
brilliance and detailed expertise, embodied in presentations and teaching, and 
institutionalized in university degrees and society fellowships. In this sense, while 
university professors have some basic kinds of qualifications in common, only those who 
can distinguish the implicit rules that garner cultural capital are able to positions 
themselves differentially, with distinction. Important to this study is how undocumented 
immigrant youth draw on different kinds of capital to compete for status in different 
fields, for example the fields of education, business and consumption, with practices 
enacted differently in each field.  
The important idea behind the notion of field is the notion of the “rules of the 
game” which helps to set standards: “A field may be defined as a network, or a 
configuration, of objective relations between positions…. We can, with caution, compare 
a field to a game…it follows rules, or better, regularities, that are not explicit and 
codified. (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 97-98). Another characteristics of the field is 
that it is ever-dynamic, always changing: “[t]he field is the locus of the relations of force-
and not only of meaning- and of struggles aimed at transforming it, and therefore of 
endless change (122). The notion of field is essential to our understanding of capital, 
since capital “cannot be understood and does not exist and function except in relation to a 
field” (101). Important to this study, therefore, is to describe the cultural practices of 
recently-arrived immigrant youth within the fields which play an important role in their 
social mobility. 
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Although Bourdieu’s empirical investigations and analysis did not focus on 
immigrant populations, his theorizations of capital are particularly salient for 
transnational populations negotiating access to various forms of capital. The notion of 
social and cultural capital for transnational migrants enables a better discussion of their 
relative and changing positioning in society, both in the receiving context and their home 
countries. Lesser known is how Bourdieu’s theories are seen in the daily practices of 
immigrant youth and what other theoretical concepts are needed to contend with the 
presence of family, migration processes, work and education in their pursuits of access to 
society. For immigrant students, navigating spaces of juridical ambiguity and institutional 
exclusion, access to forms of capital proves even more problematic and requires subtle 
discussion between the different kinds of knowledges needed in society. Key questions 
for this study revolve around how these individuals make sense of their position in 
society, while exploring what avenues they take in order to counter these barriers. 
To investigate individuals’ relationships with and uses of various forms of capital 
requires attention their daily practices. Bourdieu defines practices as the daily, ‘normal’ 
activities that individuals perform in various social fields. Documenting these practices 
provides an opportunity to map the various forms of capital that are accessible and 
structured in immigrant students’ lives. A focus on these students’ daily practices, 
particularly their decisions and practices concerning their migration process, work and 
education, will be key to describe how immigrant students negotiate their identity in a 
transnational society. 
In light of this existing research and theory of transnationalism and capital, this 
inquiry into the daily practices of recently arrived immigrant students focuses on the 
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various form of capital accessible and structured in their lives by analyzing the fields 
which prove the most crucial to their social mobility.  
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Methodology 
To research the daily practices of recently arrived immigrant youth I employed a 
multi-method approach that includes participant observation, time diaries and interviews. 
The data gathered for this project comes out of a long-term collaboration between 
Franklin High School and Boston College, under the direction of Dr Lisa Patel Stevens. 
Over the course of four years, and ongoing at the time of this writing, Dr Stevens and I 
have conducted and documented twenty-four case studies of recently immigrated youth. 
These case studies include ongoing, in-depth interviews, observations in various 
institutional settings, and collaboration with the youth as junior researchers and teaching 
assistants. During this time, Dr Patel Stevens and I collaborated on the analysis of the 
data and discussed issues of methodology and theory constantly. The product of this 
collaboration is cemented on an article, ‘The Migration Process and its Effect on Work 
and Education: Immigrant Youth’s Negotiation and Access to Capital’ (Stevens & 
Jefferies, in preparation), included in Appendix B. While the original study comprised 
male and female participants, the youth depicted in this dissertation represent the male 
sample of the population. This dissertation represents a part of that larger work, focusing 
on the male participants and adding the framework of transnationalism to the theoretical 
framework. The ethnographic case studies commenced with all of the students while they 
were attending an international high school in the East Coast of the United States and 
continued after their departures from the high school.  
The Context of the School 
Franklin High School is a public school that serves students from the 9th grade to 
12th grade and enrolls only immigrant students who have been in the country for less than 
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five years. It is a ‘magnet’ school attracting students from all the neighborhoods of 
Boston whose specific profile is to be recently arrived, not fully proficient in the English 
language, while holding some degree of literacy in their first language. In the city of 
Boston, this means that the nearly 200 students enrolled come from all corners of the 
globe, including Central America, the Caribbean, Africa, the Middle East, Southeast Asia 
and Eastern Europe. The majority of students are from the Dominican Republic (45%), 
while there are considerable number of students from Haiti (12%), Cape Verde (8%), El 
Salvador (6%), Puerto Rico (6%) and Honduras (5%). There is a smaller representation 
of students from Albania, Somalia, Morocco, Ecuador, Guatemala, India, Bangladesh, 
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Costa Rica, Cuba, Egypt, Guinea, Liberia, Egypt, Niger, 
Pakistan, Panama and Poland.  
The great diversity of background and language is difficult to match in the school 
personnel, but Franklin High School has one of the most diverse personnel in the district. 
Of the twenty (20) full time personnel, fifteen (15) are teachers. Within the teacher 
population, eight (8) are White, five (5) are Latino and two (2) are African-American. 
The administration has a majority Latino constituency and two (2) White personnel. In 
terms of language background, most of the personnel (75%) speak another language apart 
from English. While most of the personnel are bilingual Spanish speakers (50%), there 
are also Albanian, Portuguese and Cape Verdean Creole speakers.  
The school is housed on an old, three story building that could be confused with a 
small apartment building, were it not for the playground and parking lot at each side. The 
school is surrounded by a neighborhood in the last stages of gentrification, with some old 
three-story houses and a growing number of renovated condos. Half a block away from 
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the school there are two stores that represent the cultural divide of the neighborhood. On 
one corner there is a Dominican-owned convenience store, frequented by the immigrant 
community working and living nearby and also by the students, who buy candy, soda, 
juice and fried ‘pastelitos’ (Dominican turnovers). Opposite, there is a bakery that caters 
to the growing population of White middle class house-owners, frequented by the 
teachers and administrators of the school who buy organic coffee, pastries and 
sandwiches.  
The school is located in a neighborhood of Jamaica Plain, which used to house a 
large Puerto Rican and Dominican population but which in the last decades has become 
gentrified. The mostly White population that moved to this part of the city in the 80’s 
have driven up property prices and rents and driven out most of the immigrant 
population, who have relocated in Dorchester, Roxbury or Roslindale. Most of the 
students in the high school are not housed in this neighborhood, the majority coming 
from Dorchester and Roxbury.  
Dorchester and Roxbury have, since the 40’s and 50’s, been the center of the 
African-American community in Boston. Migrants from Puerto Rico, the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti, Jamaica and Cape Verde, among others, settled in the second part of the 
20th Century to diversify the neighborhood. Within the city of Boston these two 
neighborhoods house the population associated with the lowest income of the city. 
Although some gentrification and urban development have improved the conditions of 
these neighborhoods, they remain the parts of the city with the highest crime rates in the 
last decades. While students typically have to commute from 30 minute to an hour to get 
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to school, they express gratitude that the school is two blocks away from public 
transportation and is housed in a neighborhood they consider safer than their own. 
My first contact with Franklin High School was in the Spring of 2006, when I was 
invited to form part of a professional development for the teachers in the school. 
Together with other faculty and students of the university, we met in a weekly manner to 
work with teachers in order to improve the scaffolding of academic language in the 
content areas. Through this entry, and due to my proficiency in the home languages of 
some of the students, I got to know many of the students in the school, becoming aware 
of their unique experiences of immigration. Thus, I started to form strong relationships 
with the students and school personnel, making myself available to tutor students after 
school, to act as translator in parent-teacher meetings, and to help students navigate 
college application and visits. In the last four years, my roles in the school been varied: at 
times a mentor, counselor, teacher, assistant soccer coach and researcher, I have 
immersed myself in the community of the school and its surroundings. 
A few months after being in the school, my role transitioned from one of literacy 
expert to the negotiation of a role that better suited the needs of the school. Through 
conversations with school administrators and counselors as to the kind of assistance 
needed in the school, I realized that I could be of better use outside classroom activities: 
translating in parent-teacher meetings, encouraging students to develop plans for college 
and tutoring after school. At the same time, school personnel encouraged me to gather 
information about the students’ backgrounds and out-of-school activities in order to plan 
after school activities, parent outreach and college transition services. After conducting 
several surveys and interviews with teachers, administrators and students in the school, I 
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was immediately struck by how different the out-of-school experiences of students in the 
school were compared to my middle class upbringing. I noticed that many students 
worked during the week and on weekends, either paid or unpaid, and did so for many 
hours per week. Not only did they work but also I sensed that working was their first 
priority, since they had the need to provide for themselves and for their families. Some of 
the students were providing close to $200 per month to their families in their home 
country. I also noticed that many of the students were navigating their high school 
experience without the support of their immediate family, sometimes with one of the 
parents and other times living with uncles or cousins. Most strikingly, I noticed students 
that were navigating their last years of high school lacking some kind of immigration 
status.  
Plyler vs Doe and undocumented students in K-12 
Having lived in the United States for more than a decade, I had heard, read about, 
and sometimes met migrants without legal status, although all of these were adults. For 
the students in the school who first confided with me about their status, however, the 
kinds of issues they were facing seemed to be different than that of adults. The migration 
status of a person in the United States is an issue that is usually referred to with the words 
‘legal’ or ‘illegal’ and is typically associated with adult immigrant populations. However, 
the nearly 2 million students in American schools whose migration process has resulted 
in some kind of unauthorized status are a population not mentioned often. These are 
youth who have migrated alone or with their families, either on temporary permits that 
have expired or have entered the borders without explicit authorization. While their right 
to access a K-12 education was disputed by some school districts, the Supreme Court 
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ruled it unconstitutional to deny them this right in a ruling that argued that denying them 
an education would likely contribute to "the creation and perpetuation of a subclass of 
illiterates within our boundaries, surely adding to the problems and costs of 
unemployment, welfare, and crime" (Plyler vs Doe, 1982). After this law, schools could 
not ask for documentation status as a condition for enrollment.  
At the same time as schools enroll students with different kinds of migration 
status, school personnel are not informed about migration status and so are unable to 
properly serve this population. However, it is by observing undocumented students 
navigating high school that we discover how many of the assumptions made about 
students do not apply, failing to recognize the complexity in which students with different 
kinds of migration status navigate their education paths. Secondary schooling is geared 
towards preparing students for higher education and a professional career, while these 
students are tacitly blocked from higher education and legally blocked from professional 
opportunities. Undocumented populations are suffering from extreme vulnerability in the 
face of deportation raids in public transportation and workplaces, distracting them from 
educational priorities. Many of these students worked in this double economy, accessing 
lower wages and in more vulnerable situations with their bosses, which many times did 
not acknowledge the students’ school schedule. For many reasons like this and many 
more that will be described in this study, it was painfully obvious to me that the field of 
education had overlooked a major component in the lives of immigrant students. 
My role in the school allowed me to get into informal contact with the population 
of recently arrived students at many stages of the documentation continuum: to listen to 
their questions about college access and professional advancement, to notice how 
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knowledge of their status trumped their aspirations, to see students battle with being 
treated so differently that their documented pairs. As a participant observer in the daily 
routine of Franklin High School, I was also able to notice how the school dealt with this 
highly delicate issue: observe how personnel who knew about the topic talked to students, 
notice the helplessness of counselors and the misinformation and lack of knowledge of 
some teachers. As a scholar in a school of education and someone who keeps up to date 
with the issues of immigrants in education, I also noticed the silence, lack of information 
and misinformation that surrounded this issue in academic circles.  
Undocumented students in Massachusetts 
In the state of Massachusetts, some discussion has been given to the issue of 
undocumented students as it pertained access to higher education. Both in 2006 and 2008, 
a bill that would allow them to access in-state tuition was rejected in the State House, 
prompting a whole set of discussions over the eligibility of these youth into the American 
fabric. This bill echoed prior legislation that passed in 9 states (California, Utah, New 
York, Oklahoma, Washington, Kansas, Illinois, New Mexico, and Nebraska), which 
recognized these youth as residents of the state and thus allowed them to pay in-state 
tuition at the university. These discussions, however, were mired in fiscal and 
meritocratic frames (Jefferies, 2009) and did little to advance the public’s understanding 
of the issue. Both the failure of the state constituents to pass legislation that tackles this 
issue and the lack of understanding and awareness of the issue dictates that a solution is 
not imminent for the approximately 60,000 students navigating a K-12 education in the 
state. 
The issue of migration status at Franklin High School  
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 In the fall of 2005 there was an incident that alerted school personnel at Franklin 
High School to the fact that there were many students whose migration status would 
interfere with their education. The vice-principal, Mr Dominguez, explains: 
 
I don’t know if you were aware of this or not, but, there was a series of [immigration] 
sweeps that were done? … particularly in East Boston, ehm, that sent panic through our 
school and with our parents, we literally had parents calling us and saying to us ‘I am not 
sending my child because I cannot risk he or she being picked up at the bus stop or going 
to the train station and my not knowing what happened, she will stay here’, that to me 
was a very interesting phenomena that we kind of were really taken blind-sided in terms 
of how do we address this, what can we do? It’s not like we have buses, you know, kids 
come by MBTA from all over the city. But it really kind of affected the majority of our 
students, because they live in that part of town, more so than in any other part of the city, 
which is also where the majority of our Central South American come from.  
 
This incident refers to the high number of immigration sweeps that took place in the fall 
of 2005, when immigration officers targeted public transportation stations in the 
neighborhoods with a high concentration of Central and South American populations. 
Many of the students’ families did not allow their children out of the house for fear they 
would be apprehended, detained and deported.  
The complexity of the issue, added to the dangerous political environment for 
undocumented immigrants post 9/11, made it difficult for the school to implement any 
kind of straightforward solution. One of the first issues to consider is how much 
knowledge and information did school personnel have about the different kinds of 
migration status, the legal implications and their consequences for schooling. In my four 
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years at Franklin High School, I noticed that the administration, including the principal, 
vice-principal and counselor of the school, were acutely aware and informed of the 
situation of the migration status of students. The same was not true of the teachers, where 
some teachers were informed and knowledgeable about the topic, while others were 
unaware of the issue. The vice-principal, as a person with a background in community 
organizing and interested in the out-of-school lives of students, was extremely eloquent 
about the subject.  
The first issue at hand, in the words of the vice-principal, requires the school to 
notice and keep track of who these students are. He explains the difficulty of asking 
students or parents this question directly, since “given the political environment it is a 
loaded question”, recognizing that students or parents may not be willing to give that 
information due to the political climate and the growing number of immigration raids in 
the city. At the same time, he acknowledges that there are certain situations when he 
would rather not know this information; for example, if the school is asked to report that 
information to immigration authorities. 
In terms of an approach, the vice-principal thinks that the issue could be better 
tackled in the school: “So, do we know [who these students are]? We have an idea. Do 
we precisely know which kids are undocumented? Is it important for us to tackle the 
issue? Absolutely. I think we do better with that conversation with students when they are 
in their junior and senior year, I think we have to do a better job with students in their 
freshman and sophomore year.” Undocumented students usually notice that migration 
status is a problem in their last two years of high school, when they become interested in 
work, extra-curricular activities and college. The vice-principal and the school counselor 
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mention that they notice the issue “at the oddest times”, when students fill out 
applications for summer jobs and are asked their social security number, or when they are 
on a college tour and students ask questions about their eligibility to college admissions 
personnel.  
In terms of the progress that the school has made with the issue, the vice-principal 
comments:  
I think we are still exploring that, you know, in all honesty, we are beginning to feel more 
comfortable having the conversation, I don’t think we are at a point, we are working 
towards that point, in terms of now what’s the action, and how do we kind of address it, I 
think we are still brainstorming it out, thinking about ways we can capture more 
information that doesn’t seem intrusive, to either the students or the parent, because the 
reality is in order to have the conversation you need the parent and you need the student, 
you can’t have the conversation with just the student, so it’s about how do we broker that, 
what’s the hook if you will, in terms of engaging parents, so that there is a sense of trust, 
so that we can have, even begin the dialogue around the topic. 
 
As a school, the vice-principal locates them at the beginning of a process where having 
information about the subject and dealing with it together is key. In this process, it is 
extremely important to include all the school, and especially the families, as there is 
rampant lack of information and misinformation among them too. 
During my four years at the school, I noticed that even though administrators and 
counselors were informed on the issue, many of the teachers and most of the students did 
not know a lot about the subject. Although this situation would normally call for the 
administration to provide professional development opportunities for the teachers, the 
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case of the migration status of students was seen in a different light. To be able to serve 
these students, personnel at the school needed to commit ideologically to the idea of 
supporting and advocating for the rights of undocumented migrants. The very 
delicateness of the issue determined that the administration was cautious to bring up the 
subject with personnel who maybe did not stand ideologically on the same ground. The 
vulnerability of undocumented migrants in a post 9/11 environment, where exposure 
could lead to detention and deportation, made it difficult to implement a school-wide 
policy on the subject. To me, this represented an important example of how a contextual 
factor, a particular situation out of the school’s sphere of influence, can have such a big 
effect in the educational career of a student, yet it was obscured from the daily activities 
of the school. 
The fact that some of the personnel was less aware of this situation made for a 
particular dynamic to occur, and a few observations can illustrate this fact. In class 
discussions, I observed how students would repeat stereotypes about immigration, 
referring to ‘mojados’ (wetbacks) and ‘illegals’, while teachers did not know much about 
the subject to even notice what was being talked about or address it as a class. 
Additionally, many of the 11th and 12th grade teachers used college preparation as a way 
to prepare and motivate students in the class. For many of the students who found out that 
college tuition would be too expensive as an out of state student, this approach backfired. 
Most of these students lost motivation in these types of classes, while at the same time 
they could not really express to the teachers the reasons for their lack of interest. Finally, 
during senior year, I observed how many undocumented students lied about their reasons 
for not attending college visits or financial aid workshops. As a weekly reminder of their 
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disappointment and not wanting to share with their peers about their lack of status, many 
students came up with elaborate excuses for not wanting to go to these events.  
Although teacher beliefs are not the focus of this study, it is important to note that 
the lack of information and misinformation on the topic led many teachers to form 
uninformed judgments about these students and did not allow them to engage these 
students in the curriculum. In one instance, a 10th grade students was recommended to a 
youth development program by one of the teachers, who, meaning well, helped the 
student fill out the application and write the essay for the program. The student was 
accepted into the program a few months later. During the orientation, he was asked for a 
social security number, to which he responded he did not have one: he was informed he 
was not eligible for the program. For the next two years, I observed how a high achieving 
student’s investment in school suffered as his grades went down and disillusion and 
frustration turned into anger and resentment.  
In this way, the migration status of some students is a clear example of how a 
contextual issue that has so many consequences for the practice of educators, 
administrators and scholars of education, yet is hardly addressed at the K-12 level. These 
issues prompted me to look further into the daily live of recently-arrived immigrant youth 
in order to discover what social spaces interfered with their educational success. I also 
found that the kinds of work that students accessed played a significant role in their 
educational success and social mobility, and was also influenced their migration status.  
This study aims to uncover, through case studies with 12 recently-arrived immigrant 
youth, how migration status is both negotiated in their home and receiving countries, as 
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well as how this affects their access to work and education. In the next section, I describe 
the methodological tools I used to garner the data. 
The Gathering of Data 
This research on the daily practices of recently-arrived immigrant youth is based 
on an ethnographic research project with a base on Franklin High School and consisted of 
four stages: participant observation, recruitment of participants, data collection and data 
analysis. 
Stage 1: Participant Observation 
Traditionally social science privileges knowledge by separating the observer from 
the participant, while then placing the observer above the participant. In this way, 
researchers divide society into two parts, one inherently superior to the other, where the 
researched becomes an object, “a dupe of social forces, while the scientist lies beyond the 
real of social determinism, exercising autonomy and rationality” (Burawoy, 1991, p. 
291). Participant observation challenges this divide by insisting we share a common 
world with participants, moving towards absorption into society rather than distance and 
forsaking the authority of science in order to enter into dialogue with the participants. In 
these three years, I have entered into dialogues with the students and the school 
personnel, and have along the way developed rich and relationships with informants that 
have transcended the scope of research. Below, I detail the ways in which my own 
background and knowledges has afforded differential opportunities to know the school’s 
students. 
As an active participant observer in the project, I discussed my observations with 
school personnel in order to figure out how I could be of use regarding the issues of the 
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population of recently-arrived youth in the school. Working with school administration 
and counselors, we arranged services with lawyers and specialists, researched grant 
opportunities and organized informational meetings with the school personnel. During 
these interactions, my actions as participant observer included active participation while 
also taking extensive field notes.  
Key to my collaboration with the school has been a good relationship with several 
administrators of the school who have a profound knowledge of the student’s out of 
school life. Conversations with them informed many of the questions and lines of inquiry 
in this research, allowing me to know about some of the students’ family, directing me to 
specific students, and helped build long-standing relationships with school personnel that 
would influence the kind of questions I would ask and the kind of approach I would take 
in this ethnography.  
During my time in Franklin High School, having conversations with the students 
was and continues to be the most inspiring, challenging and rewarding part of this 
project. My first connections were with Spanish-speaking students from Central and 
South America, since I am fluent in the language, and the Spanish dialects of Guatemala, 
El Salvador, Honduras, Colombia and Venezuela are similar to that of my native 
Argentina. Conversations about soccer were the usual ice-breakers, and as I became the 
assistant the soccer coach of the school’s team, I have been able to get to know this group 
of students better. For a school that receives recently arrived immigrants with low levels 
of proficiency in English, the role of knowing Spanish cannot be understated. Spanish is 
the dominant language of the school outside the classroom, spoken by the majority of the 
school. Proficiency in the language is key to having informal conversations with the 
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students, positioning me as less of an ‘outsider’. It is also the reason why through the 
years I have had a harder time relating to students from Cape Verde, Haiti, and African 
nations: even as I know some of them through the soccer team, conversations in English 
are awkward and our subject of conversation rarely goes beyond soccer and school.  
Not being proficient in a particular dialect has been a barrier with the Spanish-
speaking Caribbean, added to the cultural and age differences. Particularly in this school, 
knowledge of Dominican slang carries a great deal capital, with talk about the latest 
Dominican and Puerto Rican Hip Hop artists, as well as the latest baseball news among 
the most common topics of conversation. While I can observe the impact of certain 
popular culture affinities in their clothing choices and media practices, the nuances of the 
music this group of students listen to, as well as the intertwined history with African 
American Hip Hop escape me. However, what has improved my knowledge and capital 
with this population is being part of a yearly community service trip to the Dominican 
Republic, an effort that involves students in daily fundraising efforts and a 10-day trip to 
various sites in the Dominican Republic. This trip has proved to be an invaluable way to 
get to know students social context, generating many conversations about their home 
countries, life in the United States and plans for the future.   
In the last three years, and under the auspices of a Collaborative Fellows Grant at 
Boston College, Dr Patel Stevens and I have been able to hire some of the students as 
teaching assistants for a graduate class I teach, having high school students help me 
prepare for class, do research, and participate in lectures and group-work. This has 
enabled us to position them as ‘experts’ on immigration to graduate students learning 
about the social context of education, a relationship that had enabled the high school 
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students to understand better what is my positioning in terms of my study of immigration. 
Many class conversations have emerged where participants get more of an understanding 
of the role of the university in preparing teachers and the role of research in studying 
immigrant communities.  
My role of participant observer through these three years has been key to the 
formulation and re-formulation of research questions and focus of my research. 
Alongside this collaborative role with the school, I have decided to document more 
systematically the daily experiences recently-arrived immigrant youth in order to show 
the characteristics of a population whose relationship to society’s institutions is different 
in fundamental ways than mainstream youth or second generation immigrant youth and 
largely absent from research, policy, and media discourses around immigration. 
Stage 2: Recruitment and Sampling 
During my first and second years of data gathering, Dr Patel Stevens and I 
recruited twelve (24) female and male students to maintain time diaries – detailed 
accounts of a week in the life of respondents –and to do in-depth semi-structured 
interviews. From this sample, I actively recruited and maintained contact with the (12) 
twelve males in the sample. I could not have successfully recruited these participants 
without having built a solid base of trust within the community. The recruitment process 
was guided to a sample of male informants in the last years of high school, recently 
graduated or dropped out of school, from ages 18 to 21 years old. Franklin High School 
has many students in their junior and senior year who are 18 years or older, since it 
accepts students who have had interrupted schooling and also allows students to stay in 
the school for more than four years.  
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All participants have been in the United States no more than five years at the time 
of interview, including some with legal documentation and some without. Participants 
were selected from as many different countries of origin as is possible, containing 
representatives of Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, 
Costa Rica and Cape Verde. After many conversations with co-researchers, school 
administrators and teachers, it was decided that students would be rewarded for the time 
they spent “working” on the project. For this, they were given a $50 gift certificate to be 
used in any store that accepted credit or debit cards. 
An important part of the recruitment process involved selecting participants that 
were navigating high school with different migration statuses. Therefore, the recruitment 
of participants was guided towards a sample of students who were entered the country 
without bypassing immigration authorities, students who had entered on a tourist visa 
which expired and students who had either become permanent residents or citizens. This 
allows me to compare what is the role of migration status on the educational experience 
of this population. 
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Pseudonym Age Year of Arrival in 
US 
Status 
Jorge 20 2005/2008 No papers 
Eduardo 21 2005 No papers 
Javier 18 2006 No papers 
Jose 19 2005 No papers 
Jason 19 2005 Expired Tourist visa 
Jonathan 19 2006 Expired Tourist visa 
Francisco 21 2006 Expired Tourist visa 
Santos 18 2005 Expired tourist visa 
Sandip 19 2006 Permanent resident 
Jimmy 20 2005 Permanent resident 
Martin 19 2007 Permanent resident 
Omar 20 2004 Permanent resident 
 
In order to understand the role of capital in society for immigrant youth, there is 
an aspect to the intentional selection and representation of participants, derived from the 
original study (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation), that merits explicit discussion. First, 
to best capture and analyze how capital works for newly arrived immigrant youth, we 
worked with youth who have different positions in education and in other social fields. In 
the following cases and analysis, I select cases of students who, while having the shared 
experience of recently immigrating to the United States, living in the same city, and 
attending the same high school, have widely different interactions with capital within and 
beyond their communities (6).  
I have focused on students with various positions to build a graphic of sorts of 
capital in society. Such a graphic requires looking not just at those who are struggling to 
gain a foothold in social fields, but also those who seem to have a well-defined map to 
mobility in these fields: “If we are truly to understand how marginalization and privilege 
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works in society, we must look at multiple positions in society. In so doing, ultimately, 
the machinations of societies are more explicit than implicit, more transparent than 
opaque” (Stevens and Jefferies, in preparation, 6). The sample of twelve (12) informants, 
then, is representative of immigrant students at the higher and lower rungs of society: 
some have documentation status and some do not, some are well in the way of a college 
career and some are not. 
Stage 3: Data Collection: Observation, Time Diaries, Interviews  
Observation 
I was a participant observer throughout the whole research process, spending 
three days a week in both in-school and out-of-school activities that allowed me to talk 
informally to participants about their life experiences. The focus was, however, on out-
of-school activities, especially work, family, extra-curricular and sport activities. I kept 
extensive field notes throughout, documenting all interactions and observations. 
Time Diaries 
 The second component of my research consisted of assisting participants in 
maintaining a one-week time diary in which they log their daily activities. In order to 
capture the way that youth structure their days and how they distribute their time and 
energy, time diaries enabled me to better understand their daily life patterns and 
practices, especially in terms of time spent working, studying and with family and peers. 
 The logging of diaries is a preferred method over standard time collection 
methods in which people recall and report how they spent time over a specific period of 
time. Heymann (2000) and Robinson & Godbey (1997) found that the standard 
estimation-based method has a high risk of inaccuracy because people have difficulty 
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remembering exactly how often they did something or when a particular event happened, 
reporting that inaccuracies were more commonly associated with mundane activities or 
events. The diary method, when properly executed, stressed that participants fill in their 
activities in a daily basis, allowing people to report on happenings close to when they 
happened. 
 The diary method used by Robinson & Godbey (1997) logged the activities of 
participants in minutes during three days, employing phone-recalls to collect the data. 
Heymann (2000) collected her data via daily phone recalls over a one-week period. She 
reports that phone recall diaries are more effective than independent participant 
completion for many reasons. First, phone recalls have higher response rates than self-
administered questionnaires. In the same way, phone recalls allow for the researcher to be 
persistent if a participant misses an appointment, by calling back another time, which 
leads to higher completion rates. Finally, phone recalls enhance the quality of the data, 
because the researcher can ask for more detail if necessary.  
 In Schmalzbauer’s (2005) study of Honduran transmigrants, she managed the 
time diaries with phone recalls for a one week period, making daily phone calls to 
participants to talk for approximately fifteen minutes about their daily activities. She 
reports that calling at a particular time helped boost data accuracy by giving participants a 
concrete point of reference from which to begin their data collection. This method, 
additionally, helped the researcher overcome barriers posed by illiteracy and cultural 
unfamiliarity with survey instruments. 
 In Schmalzbauer’s (2005) research, daily recalls helped gather data on how 
participants spent their time between paid labor, commuting, carework, personal care, 
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personal and family leisure, communications with their home country, and educational 
and organizational activities, providing detailed data on the daily rituals of Honduran 
transmigrants and on how gender structures their time use. She adds that it provided her 
with a much deeper understanding of the daily realities of transmigrants than participant 
observation or interviews alone could have, giving her “an actual glimpse into the most 
basic yet essential activities that structure transmigrants’ lives” (33). Additionally, it 
facilitated connections with participants, and allowed for informal chats that allowed the 
researched to get to know the participants and vice-versa, making the next stage of 
follow-up in-depth interviews more meaningful. 
 To focus on the daily practices of recently-arrived immigrant youth, I used phone 
recalls, logging their daily activities for one week. I also set up daily appointments with 
my informants to have a fifteen to twenty minute conversation about their daily activities, 
which was recorded. This method proved to be the background for in-depth interviews. 
 The time diaries served many important purposes in the study, some which were 
unforeseen. The diaries provided detailed data as to the amounts of time immigrant youth 
spent on out-of-school activities, but also provided me with a much deeper understanding 
of their daily realities. This realization would not have been apparent in observation or 
interviews. It was immediately apparent the amount of hours that some youth spent 
working, proving to be a priority over schooling for many of them. The widespread 
ownership of cell phones among youth was an advantage to the use of time diaries, since 
most informants owned a cell phone. Although not always available to talk, texting back 
and forth was a common practice.  
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There were also many challenges involved in the time-diary phase of the project. 
For some students, scheduling was problematic. Most students did not control their work 
schedules and did not set their work hours. Many students worked so many hours that it 
was difficult to find free time to talk. Some students stopped coming to school and I lost 
touch with them. Still, the diaries allowed me to identify with the lives of immigrant 
youth on a deeper level than otherwise would have been possible. 
Interviews 
I followed the collection of time diaries with in-depth interviews. My interview 
questions were open ended, allowing for in-depth discussion and the flexibility to expand 
the discussion to cover new topics as they arise. The interviews were conducted in the 
language that is most comfortable to the person being interviewed. Following the formal 
interviews, I administered a questionnaire to the informants to get precise information on 
age, labor participation rates, level of education and literacy, household structure and 
years in the United States. In addition to formal interviews, many informal interviews 
arose spontaneously out of participant observation.  
As with the time diaries, there were challenges involved in the interview phase of 
the project. Scheduling was a difficult task to accomplish, since most respondents have 
busy school and work schedules. There were many occasions when students did not show 
up to interview appointments and were not able to call me to cancel. During interviews, 
respondents were interrupted by family and work phone calls which they had to take, and 
which interrupted the flow of the interview. Many of the interviews became emotional. I 
was constantly alert to the stress that the interview was bringing to bear on my 
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informants, assuring them that they should not feel pressure to share everything that they 
did not want to share. 
Stage 4: Data Analysis 
This study of recently arrived immigrant youth used the methodology of extended 
case method to reconstruct theory out of data collected through participant observation, 
time diaries and interviews. As a data-collecting technique, participant observation has 
been criticized not only in terms of the researcher’s potential disruption of the situation 
under examination, discussed above, but also regarding its generalizability: while single 
case studies provide interesting results, they provide no measure of the relationship 
between a small sample and a population. This criticism works from an understanding of 
the relationship between the particular and the general that defines generalization in terms 
of the likelihood that all similar situations have similar outcomes. Working from a view 
of significance as statistical significance, it sees the study of cases as particular in its 
scope. 
What is significant about the study of a case, in this research, is not defined in 
terms of its representative relationship to population, but as a point of departure to talk 
about the structures in society.  In the extended case method, “the significance of a case 
relates to what it tells us about the world in which it is embedded. What must be true 
about the social context or historical past for our case to have assumed the character we 
have observed? Here significance refers to societal significance. The importance of the 
single case lies in what it tells us about society as a whole rather than about the 
population of similar cases.” (Burawoy, 1991, p. 281) In this way, this study does not 
 45      
seek to generalize to a population of recently-arrived immigrant youth, but aims to 
discuss what societal forces shape domination and resistance in their lives. 
Another concern for the gathering of data in this manner concerns the level of 
analysis: “[t]he study of face-to-face interaction, of the social situation, is said to be 
inherently micro and ahistorical” (272), confined to the short term and limited in 
geographical space. The extended case method, in this regard, theorizes a relationship 
between the micro world and the macro world; it “takes the social situation as the point of 
empirical examination and works with given general concepts and laws about states, 
economies, legal orders, and the like to understand how those micro situations are shaped 
by wider structures” (282). In this way, the extended case method does not see the social 
situation as an expression of wider society, but tries to uncover how social situations are 
shaped by external forces.  
Focusing on a population of recently-arrived immigrant youth allows us to look at 
people on the outskirts of society, who navigate juridical ambiguity and institutional 
exclusion, a population on the lower rungs of economic, social and cultural capital. By 
exploring anomalies of society, we can better infer and problematize how society’s 
institutions are structured. Looking at how this population navigates access to capital in a 
transnational space allows us to link the effects of global economic and political 
constraints in their lives, while also focusing on what strategies they use to counter these 
constraints.  
The first year and a half of the ethnographic process consisted in observing 
students in the school and during after-school activities. From these observations and 
after conversations with the students, Dr Patel Stevens and I recruited students with 
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different kinds of migration status (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). Next, we had 
these students fill out weekly-time diaries twice during the year, therefore getting insights 
into how they structured their days. Doing a content analysis of my observation and time 
diary notes, we realized that the fields of work and the migration process were crucial to 
how students navigated their high school education and transition to college. We 
therefore tailored interviews towards questions regarding the migration history of their 
families, including their past experience in the home country. Furthermore, we asked 
questions about their work, including rate of pay, relationship to their bosses, and how 
much money they contributed to the household. Finally, we interviewed some 
participants more than once, in order to address some gaps in the data. 
Each of the interviews was taped and transcribed by me as they happened, for a 
total of five hundred pages of interview data. The transcription process, although tedious 
and tiring, brought me even closer to the data and was thus an extremely valuable part of 
the analysis process. Since I am fully bilingual in English and Spanish, I did not need to 
translate the interviews conducted in Spanish in order to code them. 
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Chapter 4: Transnational Migratory Processes and the Status They Confer 
The aim of this chapter is to describe the field of migration processes in order to 
understand how society structures opportunities and barriers for young immigrants. The 
way that persons who have migrated from their country of origin are conceptualized is 
one of the most important issues when describing how societies structures opportunity for 
immigrant youth. If educational researchers are to take a comprehensive and exhaustive 
look at the educational experiences of immigrant youth, studies have to take into account 
both the lived experience in the home country as well as the historical, economic and 
emotional ties they maintain. In looking at the accumulation of capital needed to navigate 
institutions in the receiving country, it is important to look at the capital they bring from 
their home countries. With a transnational focus, the point of departure of this study 
includes the lived experience of migrants in the home country as one of the determinants 
of the kinds of capital accessible to them in the receiving country.  
As scholars and policy experts in the United States have historically focused their 
attention on the acculturation and assimilation of immigrants (Park, 1930; Gordon, 1964, 
among others), the point of departure of most studies have occurred in the receiving 
country, detailing the degree and speed of acculturation and assimilation into American 
customs and culture. Migration stories, in this frame, begin after the initial and only entry 
to the host country. As the case studies in this ethnography will show, these kinds of 
studies obscure a significant social space where migrants negotiate access to societal 
institutions in the host country.  
For recently arrived immigrant youth, a central field of capital is the migration 
process itself, a field that must be described and taken into account in discussions about 
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educational opportunities for immigrant youth. The migration process starts in the 
country of origin, as young migrants and their families negotiate access to networks of 
people (social capital), knowledges, strategies and dispositions (cultural capital), and 
money (economic capital) in order migrate. The way that migrants and their families are 
able to negotiate status within this field will determine the kinds of documentation status 
in the receiving country. In turn, different documentation status will consequently 
structure access to cultural, social, and economic capital. For immigrant youth, 
especially, access to educational opportunities are in great measure determined by the 
kind of documentation status, effecting opportunities and access to professional circles. 
In presenting several immigrant youth’s stories of migration, I aim to discover the 
migrants and their family’s employment history, education and living conditions in their 
home countries, as well as their pre-migration knowledge of the United States. This 
transnational perspective provides a view of how access to capital is played out before, 
during, and after physical migration occurs.  
This chapter will describe the field of migration processes in order to understand 
how society structures opportunities and barriers for young immigrants. It is my hope that 
readers will certainly come to better understand the transnational field of immigration and 
perhaps even feel the rhythm and challenges of being a young immigrant in this nation. 
However, representative depictions are not the central point of this article, and this study 
does not aim to generalize to a population of recently-arrived immigrant youth. It is not 
the aim of the study to determine variables that affect immigrant youth’s assimilation into 
the country, or find which variables are play a bigger role in the successful assimilation 
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of immigrant youth. Recently arrived immigrant youth are profiled so that, ultimately, the 
machinations of societies are more explicit than implicit, more transparent than opaque.  
An overview of the field of migration processes 
In the field of migration processes, there is a set of rules, knowledges and 
positionings that garners capital for immigrant youth and their families. At the top of this 
field are migrants who, by way of a deeper knowledge of these rules and economic 
capital, are able to secure citizenship into the United States previous to their migration. 
Within the rules that make possible to obtain citizenship, some practices are more valued: 
owning property, being a professional, knowing people who have obtained citizenship 
(social capital), economic capital necessary to pay for visa fees, living in a country of 
origin with particular immigration/refugee laws into the United States.  
On a lower rung on this field are migrants who have enough capital to garner a 
tourist visa into the United States, and who overstay their visa and become undocumented 
in the process. A tourist visa is made possible, also, by the appropriate social capital, 
usually by having relatives in the United States who one can declare to visit. Although 
this kind of immigration pattern results in undocumented status after the visiting period 
expires, this status initially positions an immigrant with possible avenues for pursuing 
legal residency and citizenship, either through relatives with status or by matrimony. 
On the lowest rung of this field are migrants who do not hold some conferred 
documentation status prior to migrating.  The lack of knowledge about the implicit rules 
of securing citizenship prior to emigrating, or the lack of cultural capital due to lack of 
property or professional status, closes the avenues to obtaining documentation status prior 
to migration to the United States. In its place, migrants have to resort to economic capital, 
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minimally $6000 U.S. dollars, to pay for a service to walk them across the border, usually 
putting them at risk of injury, death or detention by the border patrol. Within these 
services, a certain social capital is needed to secure them, and some services are more 
desirable than others. This pathway to migration results in an undocumented status, 
which poses significant barriers to accessing the rights associated with other 
documentation statuses.  
According the various legally conferred documentation statuses, immigrants have 
access to different aspects of society. These statuses, however, are far from fixed and 
undergo constant change, reflecting global and national politics, economics, and 
ideologies. Drawing upon six students’ histories of migration, I aim to illustrate this mix 
of economic, cultural, and social capital involved in the many pathways available to 
immigrant youth in the field of migration processes. 
Navigating migration processes with low capital 
The case of Jorge 
Jorge grew up in the Huehuetenango, a rural part of the north of Guatemala, with 
his mother, father and two younger siblings. In his town there is a history of young males 
emigrating to the United States for a certain number of years in order to accumulate 
economic capital to support themselves and their families. Many male members of the 
community have, in the last 30 years, made the trip to the United States, crossed the 
border without documentation status and have found work in the landscaping or 
restaurant business. This is a path taken by Jorge’s older brother and three uncles. During 
these years, Jorge comments how his relatives have been able save money and send 
 51      
money back home to help their families. This kind of immigration is usually temporal, 
although some members of the community have stayed for long periods of time.  
At age 15, Jorge decided to embark on this town practice, by leaving his mother, 
father and two brothers in Guatemala and joining his older brother and several uncles in a 
northeastern city of the United States:  
I wanted to come to the United States to help my family, because there the situation is 
not good. I also wanted to see a new place and meet new people. First I thought that I 
would stay only two years, but this is my third year and I still haven’t returned. 
 
The extended family has, for a long time, been using the services of a ‘coyote’, a person 
who plans and leads the journey across the border, who charges $6,000 for the trip. In 
Jorge’s town, this way of emigrating is the only avenue talked about, and he certainly 
never heard of anybody trying to secure a tourist visa or citizenship prior to emigrating. 
While Jorge’s family owns property, they certainly lack the cultural capital necessary to 
navigate a tourist visa application or an application for citizenship.  
Taking a total of 28 days to do so, Jorge embarked the dangerous trip across 
Mexico and the Southwestern United States with fifteen other people and under the 
guidance of a ‘coyote’. About the trip he only commented: 
We walked at night and rested during the day, and it was very hot. Some parts in the 
desert are really beautiful. I was worried we were going to run out of water and die of 
thirst at times. But there were people of all ages travelling, even pregnant women, so 
I wasn’t afraid about me. 
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Jorge arrived to Boston, met up with his brother and uncles, and immediately started to 
look for work, finding employment a week later as a dishwasher in a restaurant. Some 
time later, his brother told him he could enroll in high school. Jorge commented how it 
took him a few months to gather the courage to ask his boss if he could change his 
schedule in order to attend high school. When he did, his boss encouraged him and he 
enrolled. 
Up to his senior year in high school, Jorge was very content with his life in the 
United States: he was employed, which meant he could send money to his family and pay 
his own rent and expenses. However, his status as undocumented started to be an issue 
when his father died in an automobile accident and he could not go back to see his family 
during this time, as that would mean paying another $6,000 and risk his life if he wanted 
to return. Additionally, at the end of his senior year he learned of the barriers to higher 
education for undocumented students, and was therefore attracted to investigate pathways 
to a legal documentation status. When I arranged a meeting with an immigration expert, 
he learned that there were two routes towards being in the country with status, and both 
would take large amounts of time and economic capital. The first route would entail his 
uncle becoming a citizen, so that he could petition for residency for Jorge’s mother. If 
Jorge’s mother were to become a resident, and then relocate to the United States and then 
put in the time, money and knowledge necessary to obtain citizenship, she could petition 
for Jorge to enter the country as a permanent resident. This process would take decades 
and entail large amounts of economic and cultural capital.  
The other avenue that Jorge considered was to re-enter with a student visa, a 
process that would involve first going back to Guatemala to attempt to get a student visa 
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from the American consulate and then applying to a college as an international student. 
Having had a few interactions with college students who visited his high school campus 
and seeing many of his friends head off to college, Jorge was also genuinely interested in 
pursuing higher education. He was discouraged by this possibility, though, because the 
necessity of first returning to Guatemala to then enter the U.S. on a student visa would 
then require him to pay the significantly higher tuition fees for international students.  
Additionally, in his attempts to navigate the college application process, he felt confused 
by what was essentially a foreign set of rules to him. He certainly lacked the cultural 
capital to navigate such a process, a process where his family could not help him. After a 
few months, he gave up pursuing a pathway to affordable higher education and its small 
potential as a route to residency.  
Jorge has been visibly disappointed in not being able to secure some kind of 
status. After four years in the country, he manage to save $4,000 to be able to fly to 
Guatemala to visit his family, and return through the services of a coyotes a few months 
after. After he graduated high school, many of his friends continued to see each other in 
college, but Jorge’s social circle has become progressively smaller as he is only working. 
While Jorge’s initial goal in the United States was to save money and help out his family, 
his experiences in high school changed his aspirations substantially. As an adolescent 
navigating both work and education institutions in a foreign country, he has to do so 
without the presence of his parents. In the next chapter, I will explore how Jorge’s 
employment experiences is influenced by his migration status, and how both of these 
fields come to affect his positioning in the field of education. 
Detention at the border: the case of Jose 
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Jose’s family is from El Salvador, near the border with Honduras, a rural part of 
the country in the department of La Union. Originally a community who survived on 
agriculture, growing coffee, sugar cane and fruits, the falling prices of products and the 
history of political instability has encouraged migration to developed countries. In the last 
forty years, Jose’s community has a long history of transnationalizing by sending some of 
the family members to work the United States for certain periods of time in order to 
improve their resources. Jose comments: “if you work for 8 hours as a mason for example 
you only get $8 for the whole day”.  
Jose never met his father and did not see much of his mother when he was a child, 
but he grew up in a tight-knit community of uncles, cousins and extended family, and 
fondly remembers playing soccer games with his family after attending school. From 
early on in his life, Jose saw most of his cousins and uncles making the trip to 
Massachusetts, where it was known that you could get paid $100 for a day’s work. This 
particular village of La Union has a long history of being lured to the bay state to work in 
the restaurant, landscaping and cleaning business. However, in order to for the move to 
happen, a certain economic capital has to be amassed. 
Jose’s mother moved to the United States when he was 10 years old, leaving him 
in the care of an aunt. Although she walked the border, she was able to take advantage of 
the Temporary Protected Status awarded to immigrants from some Central American 
countries that came in the wake of some natural disaster, in this case a hurricane that 
devastated the region. Since, she has transitioned to a permanent resident status. For the 
last fifteen years, she has worked in the cleaning business. When Jose was considered old 
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enough to make the trip, and when his mother had saved $6,500 to pay for the ‘coyote’, 
he embarked on the long trip north.  
Jose’s journey started on a van with 15 other people, as they travelled to 
Guatemala. From there, they crossed to Mexico in a boat, arriving to the city of Oaxaca 
and then travelling by van to Monterey. After spending several weeks in hiding in 
Monterey, the ‘coyote’ transported them to the border in a van. As they started their trek 
over the border to Arizona, Jose comments that the ‘coyote’ took them directly to where 
the border police were stationed. All the people were detained: 
He took advantage of us. He wasn’t a good one. He didn’t do a good job […] In that 
time, they arrested you. But then they let you go, telling you you had three months to 
return to your country. I don’t think they do that anymore.  
 
As Jose was a minor, he could not be deported immediately, and so was released. Jose 
was let go somewhere near the city of Tucson, where it was arranged he arranged fly to 
Boston a few days later. Because of his arrest, he has a record with the ICE (Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement), meaning he could be deported immediately as soon as he 
turns 18 if he has any encounter with the police.  
 Jose entered high school at age 16 and graduate when he was 20. All along his 
high school career, he has worked in restaurants, as a helping hand, for approximately 35 
to 40 hours per week. His investment in school has gone up and down during the four 
years of high school: he has gone through periods when he missed a lot and had low 
grades, while also has had periods of high grades and attendance. Because of his 
detention and deportation order, he is well aware of the risks involved in taking public 
transportation every day to school, and is more aware of the limitations that his status 
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places on work and higher education possibilities. In the next chapters, we will take a 
look at how his transnational migration process has influenced his work and education 
options. 
Eduardo  
Eduardo is from a rural part of Guatemala in the province of Jutiapa, born in a 
small town dependent on the production of corn, beans and rice. In this part of 
Guatemala, Eduardo says that it is common for people to immigrate to the United States 
because of the financial situation: “A lot of people are leaving. There is farming, but one 
works from 7 am to 5pm and you earn 35 quetzales which is the equivalent of $7.50.” 
Although agriculture is the main industry in the town and the family owned some land, 
his father was employed as a policeman, and his mother took care of the house, while his 
extended family did farming work. Eduardo remembers that one of the reasons the family 
wanted to immigrate was the lack of security and the lack of education services: “It was 
very dangerous to walk to school and to walk back. Sometimes you walked to school and 
the teachers wouldn’t be there and you’d have to go back”. Eduardo’s family then 
decided to transnationalize in order to improve their economic situation, starting a long 
journey in search of better opportunities, a journey that would take a toll on family 
relations. 
When Eduardo was a 1 month old, his father secured a tourist visa to the United 
States because of his connections to government officials and left the country. Through 
savings the father secured during the next six years, he sent for his mother, who crossed 
the border through the services of a coyote. Eduardo was left in the care of an aunt for the 
next 12 years. Coming back to Guatemala when he was 12, the mother attempted to 
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secure a tourist visa for both of them, but were denied: “you have to have a lot of money 
and land, but we didn’t have enough”.  Although the father had been in the United States 
for a while, he had not become a citizen, the only way he could start a petition to send for 
his son and wife. As his father and mother had become estranged during these years, the 
mother decided to embark on the trip on the only other possible option: to hire a ‘coyote’ 
to walk them through the border. ‘Coyotes’ are well known in the town, and there are as 
many as three, and people in the town talk about some as more reliable than others. 
Paying $8,000 for both of them, with savings the mother had secured during six years of 
work in the United States, they embarked on a trip that lasted 21 days and included 
walking the border during six days and two nights.  
In the first four years in the United States, Eduardo has navigated work, school 
and family responsibilities with a maturity and responsibility that seldom adolescents are 
asked to manage. Before enrolling in school, he worked in construction and painting for 
two years where he started at a rate of $10 and then went on to earn $15/ hour. Believing 
that his mother could not enroll him in high school because of her lack of status, and 
against his mother’s wishes, he asked his father if he could move in with him in order for 
him to enroll him in school. Eduardo spent a few weeks in the house and was enrolled at 
a local school. In these weeks, he learnt through his father’s wife that he could register to 
school in any district, no matter who enrolled him. As his relationship with his father 
deteriorated, he moved back in with his mother and enrolled in school by himself in a 
new district. All the while, his mother discouraged him from attending school, saying that 
he could be noticed by immigration authorities in school or in public transportation, and 
arguing that he should spend all his time working and saving money in the event that he 
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got deported and had to settle back in Guatemala. As Eduardo strives to enter the 
educational system, he not only has to battle family conflicts and an enrollment process 
alone, but more noticeably the family’s marked lack of information and fear surrounding 
participation in society for immigrants in their situation. This fear and misinformation has 
interrupted his schooling for long periods of time, as well as built in a sense of urgency 
about accumulating economic capital in the event he is deported.  
The family’s marked lack of cultural and economic capital in their home country 
makes the possibility of emigrating with a visa or citizenship difficult: they have no 
property and no profession, they have no documented contacts in the United States, and 
no access to the social networks that even construct the possibility of securing a tourist 
visa or a citizenship application before leaving the country. Consequently, they have to 
resort to high amounts of economic capital and a dangerous border crossing. When he 
arrives in the United States, Eduardo’s lack of status has already delayed his educational 
career in high school due to misinformation about eligibility, and fear about being 
deported. Furthermore, Eduardo has had to navigate access to work and school with a 
parent whom he never met and with a mother who does not know how to navigate the 
educational system in the United States. The next chapter will detail Eduardo’s access to 
paid employment is both affected by the possibilities of his migration status, and how it 
plays a role in his accumulation of capital in order to access higher education 
opportunities. 
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Figure 1: Eduardo’s migration process 
Rural migrants from Guatemala and El Salvador, like Jorge, Jose and Eduardo, 
have access to delimited kinds of economic capital setting the stage for them to look for 
material resources elsewhere. Additionally, they form strong ideological connections to 
the United States due to the spread of American media and the presence of multinational 
companies. Global economic conditions have set the stage for countries like Guatemala 
and El Salvador to have an abundance of low-skilled labor that is then exported in the 
form of manual work in restaurants, cleaning and landscaping businesses the United 
States. In these young migrants’ communities, the only avenue to increase their resources 
is to transnationalize by sending young males to work in the United States for certain 
periods of time. For these migrants, there are implicit boundaries in terms of the kinds of 
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capital available to them, and these boundaries severely limit their chances of obtaining 
status in the United States, relegating them to low skilled manual labor with little 
opportunities for mobility and benefits, and no affordable way to access higher education 
training. In this way, lack of cultural capital acts transnationally to affect the mobility of 
immigrants even before they arrive in the United States. 
The effect of the migration process on the family is considerable, forcing families 
to live apart for long periods of time. For Jose, the sacrifice of a better life meant that he 
had to spend five years without his mother. Eduardo spent most of his life not being able 
to interact with his father, and spent five years living without his mother. In these cases, 
young migrants are left in the care of the extended family. Jorge’s case is an example of 
how immigrant youth who travel alone have to navigate educational and professional 
institutions without one or two parents or caretakers, which additionally adversely affects 
the kind of capital available to them.  
In Limbo: Accessing a Tourist Visa 
Jason 
 For immigrants from the Dominican Republic, a country with no land access to 
the United States, migratory possibilities are constructed around obtaining a tourist visa 
or permanent residence prior to migrating. Similar the Dominican Republic’s historical 
political and economic relationship with the country, Jason’s family has a long history of 
connections to the United States. His grandmother has traveled back and forth from the 
island for almost 30 years, and his father obtained a tourist visa ten years ago that 
allowed him to spend long periods of time in the U.S. Jason’s father operates an import 
and export business in Santo Domingo, the capital of the country, and as the company 
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had been struggling to make a profit in the last years, he has complemented his income 
doing some seasonal work in the United States. In order to improve their economic 
situation, Jason’s father applied for a tourist visa for the whole family in order to relocate 
in the United States with his wife and two siblings.  
Just as the tourist visa was granted for the family in June 2004 and the family was 
looking to relocate, Jason’s father was detained at an immigration check-point in Puerto 
Rico on suspicion that he had been working without authorization and his tourist visa was 
revoked. While his father is appealing this decision at the U.S. embassy, the rest of the 
family decided that they would re-locate in Boston and moved in July 2004, when Jason 
was 15 years old. Five years later, the father is still not able to join his family in the 
United States. With his tourist visas expired a long time ago, Jason is facing the 
challenges of helping out his family economically and attending high school as an 
undocumented migrant without the emotional and economic support of his father.  
The social and cultural capital held by the family in their home country has made 
possible the trip to the United States for the family, allowing them to enter with legal 
status. However, entering on a tourist visa has work restrictions that delimit the kind of 
work opportunities and educational opportunities that will become accessible to Jason. In 
the next chapters, we will see how the kind of capital gained on the migration process 
affects both capital on work and educational circles for this immigrant youth. 
Jonathan 
Jonathan was born in Jarabacoa, in a mountainous region of the Dominican 
Republic, where he lived with his father and attended school until the 10th grade. His 
father was the manager of a restaurant, and harbored the idea of traveling to the United 
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States for a long time, he explained, in order to improve his economic situation and give 
Jonathan “a better chance in life”. Jonathan explains that everyone in the town talks about 
moving to the United States, but not everybody can. Jonathan’s aunt had been living in 
the United States for 10 years, a fact which facilitated the process of obtaining a tourist 
visa for him. Just as his father had re-married to an American citizen and was in the 
process of applying for permanent residence, Jonathan’s tourist visa to visit his aunt came 
through. The father decided not to travel on a tourist visa and wait for the processing of 
his permanent residence. This decision, the father thought, would enable him to enter the 
country with the ability to work without restrictions, while also give a route to 
documentation to his son. Jonathan traveled alone to the United States at the age of 16, 
moving in with his aunt and immediately enrolling in high school. The decision to 
separate was a hard one, he comments, but his father and himself had faith that they 
would be re-united in less than six months.  
Jonathan’s tourist visa had expired a year and six months ago, leaving him in the 
vulnerable position of being undocumented in the United States. Although Jonathan is 
aware about the dangers of being picked up by immigration authorities in public 
transportation, and his limited access to work, he always remains cheerful, optimistic and 
hopeful about the future: “It’s strange depending on other people. But ultimately, it all 
depends on God”. After two years in the country, Jonathan’s father’s permanent 
residence was awarded and he was able to travel to the United States as a permanent 
resident. Jonathan feels much happier and supported now that his father is with him, but 
new challenges have come up. Father and son realized that nothing could be done about 
Jonathan’s status until his father applied and became a citizen, a process that could take 
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anywhere from two to five years. In the first few months, Jonathan’s father has had 
trouble securing work, even with work permission. As Jonathan tries to secure 
professional and higher education plans, he has to do so navigating at least three more 
years as an undocumented immigrant, with all the barriers that this status poses to access 
professional and higher education fields. 
Figure 2: Jonathan’s migration process 
 The cases of Jason and Jonathan shed light on the value of social capital in the 
migration process, as migrants who have relatives with legal status in the host country 
have better positioning in the process. Both cases illustrate the toll that migration 
processes can take on the family; in the case of Jason, having to navigate adolescence 
with the responsibility of helping out the family economically because of the absence of 
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the father. The case of Jonathan and his father illustrates how knowledge and practice 
around application for permanent residence is both a long and expensive process 
requiring patience and sacrifice, but is ultimately rewarded with the possibility of 
obtaining the kind of immigration status that will position immigrants more favorably in 
terms of professional and education opportunities. 
The cases of Jorge, Eduardo, Jose, Jason and Jonathan, students who are 
navigating educational and professional institutions as undocumented youth, are not an 
exception in the school that I observed, in the state of Massachusetts or at a national 
level. During my ethnographic work, I noticed that 28% of students in the school had 
either walked across the border or had come with a tourist visa that had expired. In the 
state of Massachusetts, there is an estimated 200,000 undocumented migrants, 
constituting approximately 20% of the immigrant population (Passel, 2005), of which an 
estimated 60,000 are in K-12 schooling; nationwide, there is an estimated 1.7 million 
undocumented youth under age 18 (Passel, 2005). These number point to the importance 
of finding out how opportunities and barriers to mobility are structures for these 
immigrant youth. 
The highest positioning: permanent residence 
Sandip 
Obtaining permanent residence prior to migrating secures a better positioning in 
society for immigrants, but the practices surrounding this process selects only those with 
a high positioning in this field. Sandip is a native of Pakistan who arrived in the United 
States at age 15 as a permanent resident. His father, working for an American 
telecommunications company in Pakistan, was offered to transfer to the United States 
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with a short-term work permit to work in the same company. Leaving his two children in 
the care of relatives, he emigrated to the United States with the idea of obtaining some 
stable immigration status that would enable him to bring his family to live with him. 
After six months, he realized that the company he was working for would not provide 
him with a pathway to a residency, prompting him to leave the company and becoming 
undocumented in the process. Next, he found work as a manager in a chain of 
convenience stores, a company that promised him a pathway to permanent residence. The 
process took six years, after which Sandip’s father was granted permanent residence 
through the company. Immediately, he started the process of asking for his son and 
daughter, left in the care of some relatives. After six months, Sandip and his sister were 
able to enter the United States as permanent residents.  
Jimmy 
Born in the small island of Maio in Cape Verde, Jimmy grew up with his mother 
and a host of aunts, brothers and sisters. His father was a carpenter in the island, a place 
where it is “everyone’s wish to live in the United States”. For Jimmy’s father, this wish 
was realized when his own father, working in the shipping industry in the Netherlands, 
relocated to the United States, obtained citizenship and was able to process a permanent 
resident card for his son. The father decided to immigrate alone to the United States, 
leaving three days before Jimmy was born. 
The first time Jimmy saw his father he was 10, the year was 2000 and the father 
paid his first visit to the family in 10 years. It was then that his father asked him if he 
wanted to live in the United States: 
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I didn’t want to go. I was happy there. But everybody wanted me to go, my mother 
wanted me to go. It is everybody’s dream to move here, everybody in Cape Verde 
wants to live in the U.S. to have a better life.  
 
His father began the process to obtain a permanent resident card for his son, for which he 
paid all the expenses. Five years later, at age 15, Jimmy arrived in the United States to 
live with his father. Although Jimmy has taken advantage of educational and high school 
experiences in the United States that have allowed him to earn social and cultural capital, 
his relationship with his father has never been a good one: “It was not like living with a 
father, he was always a stranger to me, and I was always a stranger to me”. 
 The highest status in the field of migratory processes is conferred to those who 
have social capital in the form of relatives who have obtained citizenship in the United 
States, as this opens a route towards the allocation of permanent resident for immigrant 
youth. Important to taking advantage of this social capital is to also have the cultural 
capital to navigate a complex immigration process, which requires the relative to become 
a citizen, and only then initiate paperwork to allocate permanent residence to the 
beneficiaries. Furthermore, economic capital is necessary for this process, as applications 
for citizenship and permanent residence can cost from $3,000 to $5,000. Sandips’ father’s 
case illustrates another pathway to citizenship, in the form of being sponsored by a 
company, a process that also entails certain cultural and economic capital. It is important 
to point out that it takes long periods of time to navigate the application process to obtain 
permanent residence and citizenship, in these cases forcing families to be separated for 
long periods of time.  
 67      
Conclusions: mapping the field of migration processes 
Four years of ethnographic research with recently arrived immigrant youth reveals 
the need to consider the migration of peoples in a transnational framework in order to 
fully understand the kinds of capital that is structured and accessible to them. In national 
discourse about immigration, immigrants are referred to as either documented or 
undocumented, with or without papers. A closer look at immigrants in a transnational 
framework reveals that the way migrants navigate the migration process puts them in 
many different pathways, and the binary category of documented/undocumented is not 
enough. Documentation status is a pathway that is navigated both in the home country 
and in the receiving country, a process that is very much influenced by the historical 
relationship of the home country with the United States, as well as the positioning of 
migrants in their home country.  
From this long-term study, it is also clear that the migration process can take time, 
sometimes relegating migrants to a state of limbo where the categories of documented 
and undocumented are insufficient to describe the position of these migrants, as is the 
case of migrants who enter the country on temporary visas. From the examples above, we 
can see how some students entered without authorization and have no avenues to 
citizenship, while some entered with a tourist visa which expired, allowing them to be 
eligible for some kind of status. These are also students who are in the process of 
applying for status while they wait for a relative to arrive in the country (as is the case of 
Jonathan). Some students have permanent residence, which does not allow them to 
petition for a relative; while some have citizenship, which enables them to all the rights 
of a citizens. For young migrants in high school, it is imperative to counsel these students 
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and their families in terms of the legal procedures to navigate the application process, 
since it constitutes a significant avenue for social mobility.  
Figure 3: The field of migration processes 
 
By describing the field of migration processes in a transnational framework, we 
can see the constitutive interaction between the social, economic and cultural capital of 
young migrants and the law. High amounts of capital make it possible for migrants to 
either secure citizenship before migrating, or have a chance at citizenship with a tourist 
visa once they arrive. The factors influencing positioning and status within the field of 
migratory processes, including pre-migration knowledge of the United States and its 
laws, country of origin, family dynamics, economic capital and social capital, play out 
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differentially in the six cases studies. For Sandip, Jimmy, Jonathan and Jason, migratory 
possibilities to the United States are largely pursued through obtaining permanent 
residence or securing a tourist visa before entering the host country. For both these 
practices, it is highly valued to own property and have relatives in the host country, 
especially ones who have already secured citizenship. High social and cultural capital in 
the form of employment in companies that have connection to the United States are also 
helpful, as is the access to circles of knowledge around migratory possibilities. For Jorge 
and Eduardo, lack of social capital in the forms of contacts in the host country, as well as 
lack of economic capital in the form of property, render them at a lower status in the field 
of migratory processes, not able to guarantee immigration status prior to departure. The 
only avenue possible becomes migrating by land through the services of a ‘coyote’.  
The country of residence plays a role in the kind of capital that migrants 
accumulate in the migration process. Sandip and his family come from Pakistan, which 
like India, has a historical flow of college educated and professional migrants, and where 
immigration pathways are constructed differently than that of Central American and 
Caribbean countries. The case of Sandip’s family gives an insight into how some cultural 
capital, in the form of the father working for a company with possibilities of transferring 
to the United States, as well as his ability to navigate the immigration laws and processes 
in order to obtain citizenship to be able to send for his family. Additionally, large 
amounts of economic capital across host and home countries to be able to afford 
citizenship application processes.  All these knowledges and practices can largely 
improve status in this field. Jonathan’s case illustrates the importance of social capital in 
the migratory process, as he is able to secure a tourist visa in order to visit relatives, 
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giving him the opportunity to migrate and have a chance of obtaining status while in the 
United States. His chances at obtaining residency are greatly dependant on his father, 
who after two years has successfully navigated entering the country as a permanent 
resident; however, Jonathan’s family will have to navigate two to five more years of the 
path to citizenship, a process requiring a great deal of cultural and economic capital.  
Within Jorge and Jose’s communities, knowledge of migration processes are 
mostly limited to which are the best ‘coyotes’ to use, which, although crucial knowledge, 
also reflects his dramatically different positioning as a migrant than Sandip or Jonathan. 
Eduardo’s lack of social and economic capital rendered his family unable to secure a 
tourist visa, resorting to high amounts of economic capital to walk across the border. 
The role of the family in the migration process for recently arrived immigrant 
youth cannot be understated, and is going to have a significant influence in the fields of 
work and education. This study has found that migratory processes have a profound 
effect in family dynamics, often resulting in parents leaving their children for long 
periods of time in the home country, or forcing young immigrants to leave their families 
at an early age. Many youth in this study have also had to leave one parent in their home 
country and join another parent in the host country, often joining a parent that they do not 
know, and who has sometimes re-married and has another family. These kinds of 
experiences not only affect the kind of capital accessible to these young migrants, but 
also affect the socio-emotional well being as they transition to adulthood. As most 
institutions in the United States assume a nuclear family, these findings strongly suggest 
that immigrant youth’s experience of family dynamics can be a radically different one 
than the Standard American family. 
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The intricacies of the transmission of capital in migratory processes favor holders 
of social, economic and cultural capital. For those who do not hold enough social and 
cultural capital, they need to resort to high amounts of economic capital in order to 
migrate, a dangerous border crossing, and little hope of constitutional working rights. The 
field of migration processes certifies those holding higher amounts of social, cultural and 
economic capital by guaranteeing some kind of immigration status, having to resort to 
less economic capital to travel and resulting in a more secure process of migration. 
Within the field of migratory processes in a transnational framework, then, status and 
security are differentially accessed, and this is reflected in and influenced by status in 
other fields. To be able to fully understand the role of the status distributed in the 
migration process, we need to look at how it impacts the relative positioning of youth 
migrants in terms of their access to work and education.  
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Chapter 5: Immigrant Youth Negotiation and Access to Labor 
The field of work for immigrant students presents a complicated set of 
opportunities for the recognition, reward, and pursuit of capital. A key junction for the 
realization of social mobility for immigrants begins in their formative years, especially 
the last years of high school and after high school, a moment when decisions about a 
professional career and university are highlighted. For many immigrants this is the time 
when they begin to access paid work opportunities, a practice which offers the possibility 
of acquiring social and cultural capital that is recognized in society as valuable and 
rewarded with further opportunities for access to higher education and a profession.  
Unlike their middle class native counterparts, a high percentage of immigrant 
youth need to work in order to contribute to the family, or in order to pay for their own 
living expenses. In Franklin High School, more half of students do some kind of work, 
either paid or unpaid. The kinds of jobs they access, the networks that they tap into for 
obtaining work, and the kinds of economic and cultural capital they gain on this 
exchange, thus, are of ultimate importance in analyzing their social mobility. 
At the same time, immigrant youth enter a national space in the United States 
where debates about the rights of immigrants have a direct bearing on questions of labor 
access. As most are lured to the United States on the promise of work and better 
opportunities, they face myths and stereotypes such as: “Immigrants take our jobs and 
drive down wages”, “Why don’t they learn English”, and “I’m not against immigration, 
only illegal immigration” (Chomsky, 2007). On the other hand, the influx of immigration 
is talked about as a ‘panacea’ for states that are shrinking in population and are losing the 
ability to compete. In Massachusetts, the immigrant influx and the shrinking native 
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population have sparked interest in two reports on the future of work and immigration: 
“The Changing Face of Massachusetts” and “New Skills for a New Economy”.  
Massachusetts, Immigration and the Workforce 
In the last decades, the state of Massachusetts has experienced very small 
population growth, affecting the number of people integrating into the workforce, and 
threatening the state’s ability to compete economically. Mass Inc’s report “The Changing 
Face of Massachusetts” on immigration and the workforce in Massachusetts reports that 
the state’s population growth would only have been possible thanks to the influx of 
immigrants: “[f]rom 2000 to 2004, Massachusetts gained 172,054 immigrants, and 
without these new immigrants, the state’s population would have shrunk” (Mass Inc, 
2004). The effects of this limited population growth are seen in the workforce, which has 
only grown 2% in the 1990’s, while that growth was reduced to 1% since the year 2000. 
One in seven residents of Massachusetts was born in another country, with the 
total number of foreign born up to 907,000 in 2004. In less than 15 years, the number of 
immigrants living in the state increased by nearly 40%, while over the last 25 years, the 
share of immigrants in the Massachusetts workforce nearly doubled. By 2004, 
immigrants accounted for 17% of the state’s labor force. In the future, this report predicts 
that Massachusetts will remain totally dependent on immigrants for all of its population 
growth. 
At the same time, the origin of this immigration has changed significantly in the 
last decades. While prior immigrants were mostly from Europe, Canada and Puerto Rico, 
starting in the 1990’s “immigrants were more likely to have come from Latin America, 
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the Caribbean and Asia” (8). This shift in population is even more dramatic in the 2000’s, 
where more than half came from Latin America and the Caribbean.  
While immigrants are offsetting population decrease in the state, the reports also 
points out that the majority of them are not prepared for the knowledge economy, with 
estimates as high as 71% falling into this category. In 2004, the number of immigrants 
without a high school diploma or with limited English-speaking skills was 245,161, while 
another 221,986 lack the literacy skills needed in today’s economy. These numbers point 
to the urgent need to develop a strategy to train immigrants for the workforce, what the 
report calls a “long term issue facing the state that requires a comprehensive 
public/private strategy” (6). Part of the strategy requires providing immigrants 
opportunities and support towards educational training, especially regarding three 
specific skills needed to succeed in the knowledge economy: “a minimum of a high 
school diploma, the ability to speak English proficiently, and strong literacy and 
numeracy skills, including the ability to successfully complete tasks such as comparing 
two bar graphs or calculating the interest owed on a hypothetical loan” (New Skills for a 
New Economy, 2006).  
While these numbers provide general patterns of the role of immigrants in the 
Massachusetts economy and speak to the need of training immigrants who will be joining 
the workforce, more description is needed in terms of how immigrants actually negotiate 
access to education and work at the ground level. Facts and figures from a quantitative 
report cannot tell us what are the reasons and motivations for immigrants coming to 
Massachusetts, what is their educational background, and how they access networks of 
potential work and training opportunities. Furthermore, reports such as The New Faces of 
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Massachusetts (2005) do not mention the number of immigrants in the state who are 
undocumented, a significant part of the immigrant population who face even harder 
barriers to access educational opportunities and labor mobility.  
Case studies of immigrant youth 
In the following cases, I explore how status in the field of work operates for 
immigrant students and how the access to capital in this field is effected by other fields. 
The gathering of time diaries provided detailed data on the daily rituals of these 
immigrant youth and provided me with a deeper understanding of their lives. In each 
recall, participants reported on the time they spent on paid or unpaid labor, commuting, 
communicating with their home countries, hanging out with friends and time spent 
online. The diaries gave me a glimpse into the most basic yet essential activities that 
structure these young immigrants’ lives. By far one of the most significant issues was the 
amount of time they spent on work. For some students, these activities constituted as 
much as forty (40) or fifty (50) hours per week. For many, paid work constituted a 
priority over schooling, as many students depend on the income to pay for their own or 
their families’ rent, food and expenses.  
Eduardo 
In the first four years in the United States, Eduardo has navigated work and 
school responsibilities with a maturity and responsibility that seldom adolescents are 
asked to manage. Before enrolling in school, he worked in construction and painting for 
two years where he started at a rate of $10 and then went on to earn $15/ hour. As 
Eduardo settled into the school system, his need to provide economically for his mother 
and himself has forced him to work 42 hours/week while attending high school, resulting 
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in a very busy week schedule. Eduardo found his second job through a friend, as a cook 
in a restaurant. Although his hourly rate is lower than his construction job, the owner of 
the restaurant is flexible in terms of his hours, allowing him to work around his school 
hours. In a typical week, Eduardo wakes up at 6 am for school, stays after school from 
Monday to Wednesday either completing homework of playing for the soccer team. From 
Thursday to Sunday he works, which means getting up at 6 am, leaving school at 2pm, 
commuting to work in order to start his shift at 3pm. On Thursday and Friday he works 
until 12am, arriving home at 1 in the morning. On Saturday and Sunday, he wakes up at 
7am in order to start work at 8, and works all day until midnight. During his three years 
of high school, Eduardo comments that he seldom has time off to watch TV or even hang 
out with his friends and family.  
Eduardo elaborates on the reasons he has to work so much: 
If I had papers I wouldn’t be working so much, because I know I can leave school and 
get a good job. But I start thinking, I don’t have papers, if they send me back and I am 
not working and I don’t have money. What am I going to do in Guatemala? But with 
papers it’s different, one can start thinking about the future here.  
 
Apart from paying his own part of rent and expenses, Eduardo saves around $100 to $150 
per month, when he can, and sends the money to his uncle in Guatemala. This money he 
saves is very important to him, in the case he is deported: “You never know what’s going 
to happen. If they deport you, you can’t get work there…” 
The family of Eduardo’s marked lack of cultural and economic capital in their 
home country makes the possibility of emigrating with a visa or citizenship difficult: they 
have no property and no profession, they have no documented contacts in the United 
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States, and no access to the social networks that even construct the possibility of securing 
a tourist visa or a citizenship application before leaving the country. Consequently, they 
have to resort to high amounts of economic capital and a dangerous border crossing. 
When he arrives in the United States, Eduardo’s lack of status has an enormous impact in 
the field of work, where he can only access manual labor employment that, while is in 
high demand in the state, is also criminalized. On the other hand, he has not option but to 
work, since he has to pay for his rent and expenses and help out his mother. Relegated to 
working long hours in manual labor jobs with no security or benefits, these experiences 
will not let him accrue valuable experiences that are required to enter college. 
Furthermore, his documentation status determines a roof in terms of what kind of 
professional opportunities he can access. 
Jose 
 When he arrived to Boston, Jose was happy to see his mother and sister, whom he 
had not seen for five years. He also noticed that many of the people from his village in La 
Union were living there, and still were in contact. On the first weekend he was in Boston, 
he was taken to a soccer game where he met many of his friends from El Salvador: “It 
was like being back home, except in another country. The only difference is that everyone 
was working in restaurants and were driving American trucks”. Moving in with his 
mother, sister, stepfather and grandmother in the house, he immediately set out to look 
for employment.  
 Looking for a job was not a difficult endeavor, since he had a myriad of contacts 
through the community, mostly working in the restaurant business in several urban and 
suburban neighborhoods of Metro Boston. His uncles and friends told him that as soon as 
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a vacancy was made available, he would get a job. After a week, at age 16, Jose got a job 
as a helping hand in a restaurant, earning $8 an hour and working 50 hours a week. For 
the last four years, Jose has held five jobs in the restaurant business: 
Sometimes I left because I didn’t like how the people treated me. Sometimes they give 
you the worst jobs, and the boss doesn’t respect you. Sometimes I was bored and 
wanted to work somewhere else, where friends of mine were working.  
 
Through contacts in his Salvadorean community, Jose has been able to switch jobs in 
order to position himself in more comfortable working environments. However, he has 
reached a roof of $10 per hour in terms of wage, and he is still preparing food, although 
sometimes he is allowed to cook dishes. 
Migrants like Eduardo and Jose have access to delimited kinds of economic 
capital in their home countries, setting the stage for them to look for material resources 
elsewhere. Additionally, they form strong ideological connections to the United States 
due to the spread of American media and the presence of multinational companies. 
Global economic conditions have set the stage for countries like Guatemala and El 
Salvador to have an abundance of low-skilled labor that is then exported in the form of 
manual work in restaurants, cleaning and landscaping businesses the United States. States 
like Massachusetts tacitly attract this kind of workforce, placing even adolescent youth in 
the vulnerable position of being undocumented workers.  
In Eduardo and Jose’s communities, the only avenue to increase their resources is 
to transnationalize by sending young males to work in the United States for certain 
periods of time. For these migrants, there are implicit boundaries in terms of the kinds of 
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capital available to them, and these boundaries severely limit their chances of obtaining 
status in the United States, relegating them to low skilled manual labor with little 
opportunities for mobility and benefits. Furthermore, the kinds of work available to them 
have the potential to handicap the time and effort they can dedicate to educational 
pursuits.  
Jason 
In the United States, Jason is facing the challenges of pursuing a professional 
career as an undocumented immigrant, since his tourist visa expired some years ago. On 
his first year in the U.S., and as the family was not aware that the children could go to 
school, Jason was employed by his step-father doing painting work for a whole year. 
During this year, he was not paid. Motivated to look for paid work in order help out his 
mother and sister with the bills, he got a job in a bodega (convenience store) through an 
acquaintance of his mother in the Dominican community, where he was hired to move 
boxes and stock merchandise. Jason recounts how this was hard work and the owner did 
not give any breaks, while at the same time paid employees, mostly undocumented, 
$3.25/hour. He worked six days a week, eight hours a day:  
Life in the US is more comfortable than in the Dominican Republic, but for other 
people it’s more comfortable than for me. Everyone has a more comfortable job than 
I have. Because I don’t have the luxury of working so little, because they don’t pay me 
the same. 
 
 In addition to a sharply lower pay rate than other workers, this undocumented youth also 
articulated the instability and lack of security with any employment situation. Jason 
recalls how he got fired after a fight with a co-worker, but he was called again to work 
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and he returned. Some days later, he was fired again as the owner hired a cousin of his 
who had just arrived. This time, Jason spent two years looking for a job, and only being 
able to be employed by a moving company for three weeks during this period: “you don’t 
feel secure about your job, because if they fire you, you can’t collect unemployment. And 
if you are fired it’s very difficult to get a job, because last job I was fired it took me two 
years to get a job”.  He is now working in a Cambodian store an hour away from where 
he lives, packing and stocking boxes, a job he got through his cousin. He now works 
around 30 hours per week, including 11-hour days on the weekend. He does get a higher 
pay, bringing in $7/hour. While his work has not interfered with his graduation, his 
grades have suffered, and he did not have enough time to complete college applications 
that the guidance counselor gave him. Worried that he will lose his job, Jason does not 
want to even ask for a day off for his senior prom. Realizing, furthermore, that this job 
has no prospects of a raise or any kind of mobility, Jason future ambitions include saving 
money with his cousin in order to own a liquor store. 
Jason’s educational history within high school has many ties to his relationship to 
low-paid and unsecure work, both connected to his status as an undocumented immigrant 
in the United States. He missed a year of school as his mother tried to register him in 
school but was deterred by a school administrator asking for her social security number. 
As the family navigated the knowledges needed to inscribe him in school, Jason spent a 
year working and not practicing his English and academic skills. A below average student 
with a low level of proficiency in written English, Jason excelled in his oral skills and in 
his Math classes during his high school tenure. His grades and his commitment to school 
were in tension with his need to work. When he was able to secure work, he commented 
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that he needed to work longer hours to make up for the low wages he was paid as an 
undocumented immigrant, and he was not in a position to negotiate a suitable schedule 
around school. When he was working 30 hours a week during his senior year, he often 
missed school, came to class tired, could not complete his homework assignments, and 
lacked the time to navigate the college application process, college visits and information 
sessions. From the perspective of education, these behaviors appear to be disinterest in 
school and higher education. While work relieved him of his economic responsibilities 
and gave him a certain status among his friends, his status in the field of education 
suffered considerably. While he was able to graduate, Jason does not yet have any higher 
education plans. 
Undocumented students and work 
Once in the United States, undocumented immigrant youth are attracted to the 
service industry, either in cleaning companies, restaurants, supermarkets, grocery stores 
or fast food stores. Secured either by family or community contacts, these entry-level 
positions are manual labor, routine jobs that pay approximately from $6 to $10 per hour. 
Most students employed in these jobs work more than 30 hours per week, and some up to 
45 hours. While most students are able to accommodate their hours around the high 
school schedule, some bosses are not receptive to the students’ schedule needs, resulting 
in students missing days or weeks of school when work demands it. In most of these 
positions, professional advancement is limited. Indeed, the nature and amount of work 
required limits the kind of time and attention students can use to navigate secondary 
schools and higher education opportunities. While students are able to accumulate limited 
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amounts of economic capital, these positions do not give access to social and cultural 
capital in society needed to navigate future higher education and professional fields. 
Capitalizing on youth development programs: the highest positioning 
Some students have been able to capitalize on experiences and jobs that both 
render economic benefits as well as build skills that are rewarded in professional and 
higher education circles. In these cases, we can see particularly how capital across social 
fields of work and school translates almost seamlessly. Sandip is such a student, a native 
of Pakistan who arrived in the United States at age 15 as a permanent resident. While the 
family’s economic situation did not require him to work, his father wanted him to work in 
order to learn to support himself. His first job was secured through family contacts 
working ‘under the table’ in a convenience store chain, where he was paid $8/hour and 
worked 16 hours during the weekends. As Sandip started his first year as a sophomore at 
the high school, he immediately was attracted to the community services experiences 
offered by the school, and participated in a trip to Washington, DC and a week-long 
service trip to Honduras. During these trips, he came into contact with two key mentors 
working in his school. These mentors, perceiving Sandip as an academically gifted 
student, then opened up opportunities for him in the rest of the high school career. At the 
end of his first year in the high school, Sandip had thought to travel back to Pakistan to 
visit family. However, one of his mentors recommended him to be a part of Summer 
Search, a youth development program that recruits low-income high school students at 
the end of their sophomore year, and provides three years of mentorship in leadership 
skills and the college process. Sandip was nominated by one of his mentors for the 
program, applied and was accepted, allowing him to participate in domestic and far-
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reaching international trips. In both of these trips, Sandip interacted with students from 
other geographic regions in the United States, all of whom were college-bound, and has 
maintained social networks with them as they have navigated access to college. However, 
Sandip also was mentored to maintain a consistent relationship with the program and 
other youth leadership opportunities. In his junior year, while Sandip was thinking of 
returning to his convenience store job, one of his mentors suggested he work in an after-
school tutoring program for middle and elementary school students. While the pay was 
similar to the prior job, he would only be able to work 9 hours per week. In his 
justification of why he was willing to transition to a job that would bring him less money 
per week, Sandip communicates clear understandings of the cultural capital he would 
gain across the fields of school and work: 
I could use that as a reference, and when you apply to college, cause I can tell them I 
have experience as a leader and working with youth. The [convenience store] job, I 
didn’t want it but my father was telling me to take it.  
 
While his decisions did not make sense to his father, who was only concerned about the 
economic capital he would gain, Sandip already was aware that he should prioritize 
building his resume.  
During his senior year, Summer Search provided different kinds of consistent 
mentoring for the entire process transition to college, from help with navigating the 
choice schools to apply to, writing college essays, to finally selecting a school and 
dealing with financial aid. Now on the brink of his freshman year in a private school, 
Sandip is poised to continue his journey, having made a choice from several schools that 
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accepted him and provided economic support. The choice he made offers promise for 
further access to cultural capital, with resources typically found in a private institution, 
such as opportunities for work within the school.  
Sandip represents the example of an academic high achiever who has been able to 
reap the limited opportunities that are offered to low income students in order to gain 
social and cultural capital. He has been able to combine a good high school education 
with the extra-curricular activities and professional experiences that have afforded him 
the necessary knowledges, values and behaviors that are rewarded in society with a clear 
path to higher education. Able to counter his family’s insistence on gaining economic 
capital, and not being responsible to provide economic support to the family, he chose 
positions that gave him cultural capital, positions that rewarded him with a set of options 
in higher education. In this sense, the fields of work and schooling are inseparable when 
viewed through the experiences of a student like Sandip, or more precisely, how the 
experiences of a student like Sandip are seen and valued by professionals in both fields. 
Because his work experiences of volunteer and scholarship-supported youth development 
projects were initiated through contacts within school, validated in schooling contexts, 
and helped to position him to access higher education, the lines are blurred between work 
and school (Stevens and Jefferies, in preparation). For other students, these lines of 
capital and status are much more easily drawn and felt, as their access to capital in work 
does not translate into education nor vice versa. In fact, for some students, like Jason and 
Eduardo, the fields of work and school are pitted against each other. 
Jimmy 
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 After four years in the United States, Jimmy’s story could be celebrated as an 
example of the opportunities that are made available to immigrant youth in the United 
States: in his senior year, he was accepted in seven of the ten colleges he applied to, and 
was given a full scholarship in a selective private university in Boston, which he chose to 
attend. During those four years, Jimmy had to live with a parent he never knew and who 
treated him like a servant and a stranger. Jimmy found refuge in the youth development 
experiences that were offered him through school, and which allowed him to spend time 
outside of his house, away from his father. 
 Jimmy arrived to Boston at the age of 16 without knowing a word of English and 
without knowing anybody in the city. Moving in with his father, whom he had met once 
in his life for a few days, he became responsible for the everyday cleaning and cooking in 
the house. It was clear to Jimmy that his father had a sense of duty for him, but did not 
love him or care for him and did not try to know him. From early on, Jimmy’s father had 
an extremely impersonal and detached relationship with his son.  
 At school, Jimmy was a very personable student, always greeting students and 
administrators, lending a hand wherever needed. As a student, he struggled with his 
courses but always made sure to ask for help and stay after-school to get extra help from 
his teachers. He was passionate about soccer, and became an integral part of the soccer 
team, developing a good relationship with the soccer coach. All in all, Jimmy was a very 
visible student within the school. For him, school was a place where he gained the 
friendship and affection he could not muster at home. 
 Although Jimmy wanted to work outside of the home, his father did not allow him 
to do so. Throughout his secondary schooling, Jimmy performed unpaid housework for 
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his father, cleaning, cooking and making repairs in the house. This kind of work 
constituted approximately thirty (30) hours per week. During this time, Jimmy found 
refuge in school activities such as soccer, after school programs, and community service 
activities in order to spend less time in the house. In this way, he was noticed by some of 
the teachers in the school and was nominated for Summer Search because of his 
leadership and willingness to volunteer. As a sophomore, he applied to this youth 
development program and was accepted, an experience that would position him well in 
the transition to a higher education institution. 
Map of the field of work for immigrant students 
In this field, there is a set of implicit practices which garner cultural capital in the 
access to professional fields. At the top of this field are youth migrants who, because of a 
deeper knowledge of these implicit rules and the freedom from the responsibility of paid 
work, are able to take advantage of youth leadership development programs and 
volunteer in community or church-based activities. These programs occur either after 
school or during the summer, when they do not interfere with school requirements. 
During these activities, students develop qualities recognized by institutions as 
leadership, come in contact with mentors and peers and develop relationships that help 
them make cultural sense of what professional and educational fields look like, learn 
what is needed to apply for college and work, and develop relationships that help them 
secure letters of recommendation for both these fields. These kinds of experiences are 
highly rewarded in college applications and are valued in applying for higher rung jobs. 
Even though these positions do not give students access to economic capital, they enable 
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students to access the cultural and social capital needed to navigate educational and 
professional fields.  
On a lower rung of this field are migrants who are able to secure internships in 
white-collar jobs, such as banks and hospitals. These students, through programs secured 
in school, can gain access at an entry-level position in a professional site that has 
opportunities for advancement: if these students perform up to standard and show 
responsibility, they have the opportunity for a career. These internships also allow 
students to accumulate some economic capital, usually paying between $7 and $10 per 
hour. Usually these companies do not require more than 10 to 15 hours of work per week, 
and respect students’ high school schedules. Although only limited to youth who are 
permitted to work legally in the country, these positions also enable students to gain 
experience that can position them at an advantage in pursuing other white-collar jobs, 
although are not as highly rewarded on college applications as the volunteer youth 
leadership roles.  
On a lower rung of this field are migrants who work in the service industry, either in 
cleaning companies, restaurants, supermarkets, grocery stores or fast food stores. Secured 
either by family or community contacts, these entry-level positions are manual labor, 
routine jobs that pay approximately from $6 to $10 per hour. Most students employed in 
these jobs work more than 30 hours per week, and some up to 45 hours. While most 
students are able to accommodate their hours around the high school schedule, some 
bosses are not receptive to the students’ schedule needs, resulting in students missing 
days or weeks of school when work demands it. In most of these positions, professional 
advancement is limited. Indeed, the nature and amount of work required limits the kind of 
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time and attention students can use to navigate secondary schools and higher education 
opportunities. While students are able to accumulate limited amounts of economic 
capital, these positions do not give access to social and cultural capital in society needed 
to navigate future higher education and professional fields. 
Figure 4: The Migration Status and Access to Work 
 
Conclusions 
Within the field of work, students have potential access to economic, cultural, and 
social capital. With a preferable set of circumstances, directly linked to migratory 
processes and family situations, students may be able to take advantage of work 
opportunities that present them with veritable apprenticeships into the ways of being and 
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groups that can confer further status within society. Sandip offers such a case. He has 
been able to translate his academic achievement and interests into work experiences that 
garner both cultural capital in the form of exposure to service trip values and social 
capital in the form of professional contacts and college-bound peers. However, given a 
different set of circumstances in the field of migratory processes, equally capable 
students are not able to pursue such a path. Although Javier was strong student 
academically and did accrue cultural capital within the high school, his undocumented 
status restricts him from accruing cultural or social capital in a youth development 
program. By contrast, mentoring about these communications is what Sandip is getting 
through his professional and work experiences. Across these cases, then, we start to see 
how in addition to the various ways that youth are positioned within a field, they are also 
differentially effected by their statuses from other social fields.  
Implications for the future of work in Massachusetts 
 Close ethnographic description provides a snapshot of how immigrant youth 
navigate access to work, revealing several barriers to mobility. These barriers prevent 
access to university or vocational training, with dire consequences for the shrinking work 
force of Massachusetts. For the approximately 200,000 migrants in Massachusetts, of 
which 60,000 are youth navigating school, a comprehensive policy is needed that looks at 
educational, legal and labor policy in a transnational manner. 
 Documentation status is one key field where migrants are barred from educational 
and labor mobility. In terms of labor, most undocumented youth are employed in a 
double economy that keeps them in manual labor at low wages, no job security and no 
prospects of mobility. Furthermore, these youth are further constricted from participation 
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in society by the fear of being caught and deported. For these reasons, state policy needs 
to acknowledge the need for a trained workforce and provide this population with more 
affordable training opportunities and a pathway to citizenship. Without such policy, the 
state of Massachusetts is reproducing a sub-class of citizens who are forced to live in a 
cycle of poverty, vulnerability and insecurity. 
This study has provided some description of the causes and reasons for the flow 
of immigrants coming to Massachusetts, adding to the transnational sociological 
literature on the subject. This literature points to the economic and political influence the 
United States has exercised over most of Central America and the Caribbean, acting as an 
imperial power since the 1800’s, as well as the penetration of multinational capital in the 
form of U.S. companies, encouraging immigration into the country. As Sassen (1988) 
describes, workers in Central America join the labor force in multinational companies 
and develop ideological connections to the United States. Within policies that deal with 
permission to work and access to institutions and the Massachusetts workforce, this 
transnational perspective has to be taken into account, especially in terms of a description 
of the lived experience, labor and educational background of these future workers.  
 State policy needs to address the reality of these transnational migrants, most of 
them poor and unemployed workers, with some component of the family living in their 
place of origin and others in the place of settlement. In this way, families and 
communities optimize security by maintaining a resource base in two places (Levitt, 
2001), and diversifying family income by tapping into two labor markets (Massey, 1999). 
Educational policy needs to acknowledge the need for these youth to provide for 
themselves and their families, and provide work opportunities that both give them 
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immediate economic capital but also allow them to accrue social and cultural capital in 
order to navigate educational institutions after high school. As the state tacitly attracts 
these workers into the service industries, it needs to acknowledge that these workers play 
a role in the economy and should provide educational, legal, housing and health services. 
 As we begin a new decade, Massachusetts cannot afford to ignore the needs and 
potential of its newly arrived immigrants, a population with the potential of fixing the 
states’ problem of a shrinking population and workforce. In order to do so, a 
comprehensive policy addressing legal, educational and labor policy needs to take into 
account the transnational reality these migrants live in, and provide structures to support 
the enormous potential immigrant students can provide to the workforce. 
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Chapter 6: Immigrant youth in the field of education 
Connected to the ideal of universal access to a free and public education in the 
United States is the implicit message that from this foundational experience, people can 
transfer the cultural capital they accrue into opportunities for even higher cultural capital, 
social capital, and economic capital (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). In fact, 
education is often invoked as holding the potential to level the playing field of inequities 
felt throughout society. The highest markers of success for a secondary school is the 
number of students applying to, being admitted to, and attending, in this order, four year 
elite institutions of higher education, 4 year public institutions, and then community 
colleges. However, the trajectories of students into these higher education institutions is 
mitigated by many complex combinations of capital. Even the field of schooling 
positions students differently based on their displays of and access to cultural, social, and 
economic capital.  
In the field of schooling, there is set of positionings that will serve as initial 
orientation to status in the field. Through the students’ cases, I will then return to these 
positionings to shed light on the factors that mediate the youths’ access to capital in the 
field, as well as complicate how undocumented status plays a role in these practices. Well 
positioned in status in secondary school are students who are high academic achievers, 
exhibit strong oral skills in standard English, participate in voluntary extracurricular 
activities, express interest in higher education and white collar professions, and align 
these interests and practices into a coherent set of goals. Particularly from the vantage 
point of secondary school teachers and administrators, this type of student is well-poised 
to take advantage of the opportunities presented in education and transfer those 
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opportunities beyond K-12 education. Put simply, these students are going someplace, 
with a plan. In fact, the image of the student who holds high status in education is so well 
defined that students lacking in one or several of these features are all relegated lower 
and less visible status. This includes students who have vocational rather than white-
collar aspirations, students who do not participate in extracurricular activities, and/or 
students who actively resist academic success (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). 
However, in exploring the specific cases of how and why students are not afforded high 
status in education, I draw attention to how the other fields of work and migration process 
interlay with education. 
Case studies of immigrant youth in high school 
 In these vignettes, I pay particular attention to how these students navigated the 
field of education, both in their high school requirements and their transition after high 
school. It became especially important for me to note how the kinds of migration status 
and the kinds and amount of work became powerful determinants in the way these 
students accessed status in educational circles 
Jorge 
During the first days in the United States, Jorge’s only preoccupation was to 
obtain work so he could start earning money to pay of the debt to the ‘coyote’, pay his 
rent and bills, and start sending money back home to help his mother and smaller 
brothers. After visiting a few local restaurants, he secured a position as a dishwasher in a 
pizza restaurant, working 30 hours a week and earning $8/hour. His plan at this time was 
to stay for two years, earn as much money as possible and then return to Guatemala with 
some money saved. A few months after he arrived, he learnt that he could go to high 
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school, something that had not been in his plans. He immediately signed up and re-
arranged his work schedule so that he could attend school. During his four years of high 
school, Jorge worked 30 to 35 hours per week in the restaurant, moving from dishwasher 
to preparing food, his hourly wage rising to $10/hour. His high school experiences gave 
him the chance to meet other young people and practice his English, but Jorge’s 
performance at school was below average. Towards his junior and senior year, Jorge had 
developed some professional aspirations, saying he wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer and 
was interested in pursuing higher education opportunities. After his disillusionment at the 
barriers facing undocumented immigrants and access to an affordable education, he 
desisted from these plans. He now works in the same restaurant in which he has reached a 
peak hourly wage of $10/hour, with little to no prospects of mobility. 
 Jorge’s access to the social and cultural capital needed to navigate a college 
application is limited. While high school is the only place for Jorge to accrue these kinds 
of capital, his need to work 35 hours per week and his undocumented status have not 
allowed him to take advantage of community service trips, youth development programs 
and professional experiences that are rewarded in this field. Although Jorge has 
developed a high sense of responsibility and has accrued years of experience in a 
professional setting, these knowledges are not valued in the field of access to higher 
education. Furthermore, the fees he would have to pay as an out-of state student, due to 
his undocumented status, are too high to even think of taking one or two courses. Two 
years after graduation, Jorge still expresses a desire to go to college, where most of his 
friends are attending.  
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The low capital accumulated by Jorge and his family determines an expenditure 
of high amounts of economic capital in the border crossing, and no hopes of immediate 
constitutional working rights. Immediately, Jorge is employed in the service industry of 
the Massachusetts economy. As Jorge is drawn to school, his aspirations change and he 
sees how his peers and teachers motivate him to aspire to a college education and a 
professional future. In time, he starts to lose the respect of the work he performs, and 
develops professional aspirations. A set of structural factors, however, determines that he 
cannot attend higher education and is banned from a professional future.  
Eduardo 
In school, Eduardo is a very dedicated student who manages to complete his work 
and get good grades for all his classes. However, a combination of Eduardo’s schedule 
and his immigration status has delayed his schooling, not allowed him participate in the 
valuable community services activities, trips and professional opportunities which prove 
as useful experiences to both gain cultural and social capital towards higher education 
opportunities. Furthermore, lack of knowledge around how immigration status affects 
higher education opportunities affected his chances of applying to college. Towards the 
beginning of his senior year, his aspirations towards higher education were very low: 
although he was interested and motivated towards a vocational career in electricity or 
computers, he thought that he could not attend a university because of his immigration 
status and did not know how much it would cost him to attend. A big barrier towards 
finding out more about the topic was his mother’s lack of support, as well as the fear of 
discussing the role of his immigration status with counselors and administrators in the 
school. After a few months of conversations with counselors and mentors, a meeting of 
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Dr Patel Stevens with the mother, as well as a grant that will pay for half of his courses in 
a local community college, Eduardo’s access to higher education began to seem more 
plausible. He is now taking two courses in a local community college. However, there are 
many questions left open in terms of Eduardo’s higher education path: if he will be able 
to afford four years of college without financial aid, if he will be able to participate in 
internships and professional opportunities that will give him the necessary experience to 
obtain a job in his field. Most importantly, if he will stay motivated to go to school with 
no comprehensive immigration reform that will allow him to fully participate 
professionally in society. 
 Eduardo has had to make a set of decisions at age twenty that not many 
adolescents are asked to make. Having performed very well in terms of grades and 
attendance in high school, he is motivated and eager to learn more, and knows well that a 
college career would give him more status in society. Additionally, a college experience 
would allow him to be around people his age, something that working in a restaurant 
kitchen does not allow. At the same time, he knows well that due to his undocumented 
status, going to college seems like a futile exercise. Unless there is immigration reform, 
which seems unlikely to him, he will not be able to access a better job than that of 
restaurant cook and helping hand. Furthermore, he is aware that he could be deported at 
any time, and so needs to accumulate economic capital in order to survive in Guatemala 
when he goes back. In this way, Eduardo’s relationship with the promise of education is 
unique. It is living proof that, even though capable, he cannot transfer the cultural capital 
he accumulated from schooling into opportunities for mobility.  
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School (35hrs)  Work (44 hrs)  Commuting (16 hrs) After School activities (9 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (9 hrs) 
Figure 5. Eduardo’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
 
Jose 
The end of the school year is only two months away and the principal and 
guidance counselor of the high school are having an informational meeting with the 
graduating seniors. The guidance counselor is making sure that all the students applying 
to the local community school take the week of April vacation to apply to there: “…in 
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order to go to [Lake Mary] Community College, you must bring your transcript and your 
ID…”. Jose, standing against the wall, reaches for his wallet and takes out his subway 
transportation pass, and shows it to the guidance counselor: “here is my ID”. He looks 
at me, smiling. Jose’s attitude towards his status as an undocumented student has gone 
through a few different incarnations in his high school career. In his senior year, it 
manifests as a mix of resignation and humor.  
 This vignette symbolizes Jose’s attitude towards college in his senior year. He is 
tired of the many meetings organized to inform seniors about college and he is resigned 
to not pursue higher education. Unlike other students, he faces the situation with a mix of 
resignation and humor. Jose has worked more than 40 hours a week every one of his high 
school years, from age 16 to 20. Initially, school for him was a place to ‘hang out’ with 
other young people and to learn some English. When he had a free day, he would also 
practice with the soccer team. Well into his second year in the high school, however, Jose 
took an interest in school, performing especially well in math and science and for the first 
time in his high school career became interested in his grades. 
 Mature beyond his age, Jose knows well what his undocumented status does not 
afford: he works ‘under the table’ for the restaurant business for $10 an hour, and it is 
very unlikely that he could find another kind of employment. He needs to provide for 
himself and for his family, helping his mother pay for the mortgage on the house, his part 
for food and expenses. Furthermore, he is in a very vulnerable position with the 
authorities, with an automatic deportation order if he comes into contact with the police.  
Observing him in school, the disconnection between his daily reality and his 
schooling was glaringly obvious. During his classes, I observed that most teachers in his 
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junior and senior year encouraged him to do well by posing college as the goal he should 
aspire to. In three of his four classes, teachers regularly mentioned college, ‘college 
readiness’, or used the writing of recommendations as a way to motivate students to 
perform. Jose mentions: 
Miss Dawson [pseudonym] is always talking about college, college, college. When I 
don’t do my homework, I’m not going to college. When I don’t come to class, I’m not 
going to college. I want to tell her miss ‘I don’t want to go to college’ but she doesn’t 
know.  
 
As many of the undocumented students in the school, they do not trust most of the 
teachers in the school with information about their status, and the consequences it has for 
their higher education aspirations. 
In his senior year, he had to answer questions from teachers and peers as to why 
he did not want to attend college visits, even if it meant taking a day off. Many of his 
peers chided him for not being motivated to go to college. Jose went through many stages 
responding to these attitudes. At first, he was silent, not wanting to bring up the issue. 
Towards the end of his junior year and the beginning of his senior year, he became 
outwardly annoyed with the questions. Towards the end of his senior year, Jose displays a 
sad mix of resignation and humor.  
In the field of education, Jose does not display interest in higher education 
pursuits or white-collar jobs and does not participate in after-school activities and youth 
vocational programs. Without seeing the whole picture, it is easy for teachers and school 
personnel to see him as a student who lacks the motivation or ambition necessary to 
apply to college. If we do not see the lives of immigrant youth in a transnational 
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perspective and analyze schooling together with the fields of migration processes and 
work, we fail to serve adolescents who are overwhelmed by the structural barriers beset 
upon them. 
Javier 
Javier immigrated to the United States from El Salvador when he was 16 years 
old, five years after his father made a similar trip across the border. Although Javier’s 
father is a certified nurse in their native El Salvador, his undocumented status has 
relegated him to work in the construction and painting business since he has arrived, 
earning from $10 to $15 per hour, and working as much as 50 hours per week. Javier’s 
father’s work also requires that he travel to different parts of the city and state, for which 
he drives without a license, putting him at constant risk of being detained by the 
authorities. As for Javier, seeing that many students at the high school work and have 
money to spend, wants to work and earn money, but his father is opposed to him 
working, telling him that he wants Javier to focus on his studies.  
Having completed up to 9th grade in Spanish in El Salvador, Javier was an above 
average student who got very good grades in his first year in the United States. He stayed 
after school four days a week, tried to develop good relationships with the teachers and 
excelled in math, his favorite subject. Recommended by one of his teachers, he applied to 
Summer Search, a youth leadership development program which organized leadership 
experiences and helps out with college applications for low-income students. Both the 
time he dedicated to his studies, his grades, his positive attitude towards school, and his 
assistance to after-school programs made him noticeable to teachers who recruited for 
this program. Javier went through the application process and was accepted into the 
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program. During his first orientation, however, he found out that he could not participate 
because of his immigration status:  
I was very angry. I wanted to leave school and start working. We had a big discussion 
with my father and I told him that there was no use going to school. But he said that I 
should continue.  
 
This experience took a toll on Javier’s motivation towards school, where his grades and 
attention towards school suffered in the 11th grade. Failing two of his classes, he was 
forced to make up for work in the summer. When asked about his future plans, he is not 
certain that he can go to college because if his immigration status. However, he wants to 
go to a vocational school in order to be a mechanic and earn enough money to then pay 
for his college studies. On the back of his mind, he thinks that if he marries an American 
citizen he can get his papers, a fact that is contradicted by many of the immigration 
experts and lawyers. 
 Although Javier is in good academic standing and attends after school activities, 
positioning highly in terms of the field of education, he is banned from participating in 
youth development programs that could enable him to accumulate the social and cultural 
capital necessary to access higher education. Javier’s sudden realization of the barriers 
that face ahead as an undocumented migrant have made him lose motivation in school, 
threatening to spoil his good academic standing.  
Jason 
Jason’s educational history within high school has many ties to his relationship to 
low-paid and unsecure work (detailed above), both connected to his status as an 
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undocumented immigrant in the United States. He missed a year of school as his mother 
tried to register him in school but was deterred by a school administrator asking for a 
social security number. As the family navigated the knowledges needed to register him in 
school, Jason spent a year working and not practicing his English and academic skills. A 
below average student with a low level of proficiency in written English, Jason excelled 
in his oral skills and in his Math classes during his high school tenure. His grades and his 
commitment to school were in tension with his need to work. As he explained, when he 
was able to secure work, he needed to work longer hours to make up for the low wages 
he was paid as an undocumented immigrant, and he was not in a position to negotiate a 
suitable schedule around school. When he was working 30 hours a week during his senior 
year, he often seemed tired, could not complete his homework assignments, and lacked 
the time to navigate the college application process, college visits and information 
sessions. Although he was able to graduate, Jason has not made higher education plans. 
From the perspective of teachers and school personnel, Jason’s erratic attendance 
and his low energy in class appear as disinterest in school and higher education. Without 
considering the family responsibilities and the amount of work Jason needs to perform 
every week, it is easy to look at his individual characteristics in order to justify his lack of 
status in the field of education. While work relieved him of his economic responsibilities 
and gave him a certain status among his friends, his status in the field of education 
suffered considerably.  
Jason knows because he came on a tourist visa, he has a chance for citizenship in 
the future. If he marries a citizen, or if one of his relatives becomes a citizen, he can 
access a migratory status that will let him participate in society’s institutions and a bigger 
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chance of mobility. As a temporarily undocumented adolescent in his last years of high 
school, however, he has lost the chance to accumulate cultural capital by not being able 
to access secure, well paid work and a college career.   
Jonathan 
Jonathan’s relation to work is also linked to his status as an undocumented 
immigrant on an expired tourist visa and his father’s pending status. After two years in 
the country and by the end of his senior year, Jonathan’s father’s permanent residence 
was not yet processed and Jonathan’s tourist visa had expired a year and six months ago, 
leaving him in the vulnerable position of being undocumented in the United States. An 
all-around good student in school and involved in extra-curricular activities such as 
soccer, Jonathan hid well his preoccupation about his future with a jovial and personable 
spirit.  As he filled college application to private and public universities, he knew all too 
well that college would be difficult if his father was not awarded permanent residence, 
since he wouldn’t be able to apply for financial aid and would have to pay out of state 
tuition in state universities.  
Towards the last months of his senior year, Jonathan heard from the colleges he 
applied to. He was accepted into a state university and a private school. In the state 
university, he would have had to pay out of state tuition fees, approximately $20,000 per 
year, and would have no access to financial aid due to his undocumented status. 
Fortunately, the private school offered a scholarship where he would only have to pay 
$6,000 per year.  
In the last few days of high school, Jonathan sat in a lot of meetings with the 
guidance counselor and principal of the school in order to plan for college. Although 
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$6,000 per year seems a significant reduction of tuition for a private school, Jonathan and 
his family had no chance of paying this amount in the space of three months. Through the 
high school, he was able to procure a grant that would cover half of the tuition. At the 
same time, Jonathan was able to procure a job in the cleaning company his aunt worked 
for: although in a temporary and inconsistent manner, he was able to work 15 hours per 
week during the summer cleaning offices in the downtown area of the city, for which he 
was paid a rate of $14 per hour. As he was ready to start his freshman year, Jonathan had 
set up a payment plan with the school to pay the $3,000 in nine payments, making him 
responsible for $333 per month. Hoping he can be employed in the cleaning company 
regularly, half of his monthly salary will go towards this payment. 
A week after starting classes in the university, Jonathan’s father was finally 
granted permanent residence and joined his family in the United States. This made 
Jonathan happy and motivated him to continue on his college plans. However, the family 
realized that his father’s arrival would not grant Jonathan documentation status 
immediately: his father needs to obtain citizenship before he applies for his son, and this 
could take anywhere from 3 to five years. This situation makes it difficult for him to 
accumulate working experience of any sort in the university or elsewhere. All the while, 
Jonathan is doing well in his classes at the university, and is happy how things have 
turned out for him: “Thank God, things are going very well for me, I can’t complain. It’s 
going to be hard, but I can’t complain.” 
 Jonathan was able to garner enough capital to successfully navigate entry into a 
competitive private higher education institution. Through a set of scholarships and some 
work, he will be able to afford, at least, his first year of college. Many questions linger as 
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to Jonathan’s continuation in his pursuit of a higher education degree: will he be able to 
afford it, especially if his scholarships are not renewed? Will he be able to focus on his 
studies while having the responsibility of working in such a vulnerable position?  Most 
importantly, will he be able to make the most of his college experience without 
accumulating work experience through internships or job placements? Without taking 
into account this young man’s status in the field of migration processes and work, 
Jonathan’s navigation of the field of education is overly simplistic. 
Undocumented Youth and Education in the United States 
 These examples of undocumented youth navigating barriers in educational 
institutions are not new, nor are they only limited to Massachusetts. Beginning in the 
1970’s, proponents of immigration restriction have tried to use the unauthorized federal 
status of undocumented immigrants to deny their belonging at the state and local levels, 
where public education takes place. The lawful access to public education has been 
challenged at two levels: K-12 and higher education. Judicial decisions have provided 
educational access that has been subject to legal and political challenges. Nationally, 
undocumented students have relied on a complex and often contradictory web of case law 
(Seif, 2006) 
 The legal battle started in 1975, where the Texas legislature revised its laws in 
order to deny funds for the education of undocumented students from local school 
districts, permitting those districts to deny school enrollment. The parents of some of the 
students challenged the new law and the case went to the US Supreme Court. In the 
Plyler vs Doe decision (Plyler vs Doe, 457 U.S. 202 [1982]: 80-1538), the Court denied 
states the ability to exclude undocumented minors from primary and secondary schools. 
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In the Court’s majority opinion, Justice William Brennan declared that “by denying these 
children a basic education, we deny them the ability to live within the structure of our 
civic institutions, and foreclose any realistic possibility that they will contribute in even 
the smallest way to the progress of the nation” (83). Focusing on their contributions to the 
nation-state as adults, the Court found no argument that the state would benefit in the 
long run by denying basic education to undocumented youth. This, it established a 
“rudimentary form of social belonging for these minors” (Seif, 2006, p. 256).  
 While undocumented youth were granted lawful access to public K-12 education, 
this did not provide them with a route out of their parents’ position as exploited laborers. 
Furthermore, this study shows the ways in which undocumented youth face contradictory 
discourses that allow them to attend K-12 education and where they are veritably 
encouraged to attend college and develop professional aspirations, while at the same time 
tacitly denied the right to access higher education.  
Access to higher education for undocumented students is a highly contested topic, 
with different overt and covert policy in different states. Eight states have passed 
legislation that allows undocumented students who have graduated from a US high-
school to access in-state tuition rates: the case of California, Utah, Oklahoma, 
Washington, Kansas, Illinois, New Mexico, and Nebraska. These states allow for access 
to in-state tuition rates, regardless of immigration status, on the condition that students 
attend an American high school for a certain number of years, obtain a high school 
diploma, and have the intention of becoming permanent residents.  
Access to higher education in the current economic context of the United States is 
of key importance for any individual to obtain access to a professional career and fully 
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participate in society. For teen immigrant students, access to advanced academic 
practices provides one avenue to obtain the cultural capital necessary to advance beyond 
routine manual labor. Policy that denies higher education for a certain sector of the 
population creates an underclass forced to subsist on manual labor and with no avenues 
for advancement. 
Undocumented students and higher education in Massachusetts 
The state of Massachusetts has experienced a particularly sharp concentration of 
undocumented immigrants, with present estimates reaching 200,000 (Urban Institute, 
2007), more than 20% of the state’s immigrant population. Many of these undocumented 
immigrants are children who have been raised and schooled within the borders of the 
United States, with approximately 500 to 600 graduating from high school every year in 
Massachusetts (Lewis, 2005). These students have to pay an additional $14,000 per year 
for full time enrollment in a state university, a difference that would impact any student 
but especially derail an immigrant student with low resources. Similar to the case of 
California, undocumented students are not eligible for federal financial aid, and can only 
apply to private scholarships which do not ask for documentation status.  
In response to this situation, two initiatives were launched in Massachusetts in order to 
allow these students access to in-state tuition rates and a path to citizenship. Drafted by 
an immigrants advocacy group, the In-State Tuition Bill planned to provide in-state 
tuition rates to undocumented immigrants who have lived in Massachusetts for three 
years, graduated from a state high school, and filed an affidavit saying they were 
beginning the process of becoming citizens. However, neither of these obtained enough 
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votes in the state legislature in 2004 and 2006. This leaves an approximate number of 
60,000 undocumented youth navigating K-12 education with little prospects of mobility.  
Research on the experiences of undocumented youth navigating higher education 
in California, a state that allows in-state tuition, shows that a set of institutional barriers 
that remains problematic. The S.I.N. Collective (2007), a student organization at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz, reports that while undocumented students can pay 
in-state tuition, they “struggle to pay for their college education without access to 
financial aid or loans” (p. 78). While some private scholarships are open to students 
regardless of legal status, they are few and the need is so great that they are not enough to 
cover the demand. In addition to financial problems, however, “the ever-present fear of 
possible legal repercussions, as well as the social stigma associated with their status as 
undocumented immigrants” (p. 78), added to the lack of support, discourages students 
from pursuing higher education opportunities. The most important factor contributing to 
the lack of educational equality reported, however, is the lack of information for both 
faculty and staff at the university, high school counselors, who are unable to inform 
college-bound students about their rights under this law. Thus, although the granting of 
in-state tuition rates to undocumented students provides a step towards educational 
equality, it is far from rendering a comprehensive solution for access to higher education 
and civic participation for this population.  
Analysis 
As undocumented youth, these students have a different relationship to the public 
sphere than most undocumented immigrant adults. Although they play an important role 
in the United States economy, most undocumented adults relationship with the public 
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sphere is constructed through illegality and subterfuge, interacting with mostly one or 
two poorly paid jobs that are prohibited by federal law. For undocumented youth like 
Eduardo, their ability to attend public school is not dependent on his federal immigration 
status (Seif, 2006). Thus, undocumented youth interact with and have a daily relationship 
with a government entity that is not structured as illegal. As they transition from high 
school and into either higher education or work, they go from a relatively protected status 
to a future of illegal, low-wage labor. In a sense, they remain the most extreme example 
of society has structured a mix of opportunity in the arena of high school education, while 
at the same time blocking entrance to professional and higher education institutions. 
Within the field of education, then, the ability to access and secure further 
opportunities for cultural, social, and economic capital is unevenly distributed. While 
academic achievement is most immediate and salient characteristic that garners status 
from educators in schools, this characteristic, or cultural capital, is inextricably linked to 
other forms of capital that allows students to both access opportunities and have these 
practices recognized and validated by the people, in this case, the educators, around them. 
Unless we observe how the transfer of capital works transnationally and how work 
interacts with Jorge’s schooling, we are not able to see how society works to reproduce 
the inequalities that determine that undocumented youth such as Jorge remain in manual 
jobs with little prospects for mobility and with no affordable access to higher education. 
For Sandip, his academic success is directly connected to his freedom from familial 
financial responsibilities, his documentation status, and his developing desire and 
articulation to accrue well-rewarded cultural capital. For Jason, his circumstances are 
immediately different from his need to work to help support his family, even at the risk of 
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doing so in vulnerable working conditions that then compromise his performance as a 
student. In examining the success of immigrant students in the field of education, then, it 
is imperative we consider the status achieved in the fields of migration processes and 
work.  
Indeed, educational institutions cannot afford to ignore the rich cultural and 
linguistic repertoire of these students with the potential of translating into a highly trained 
and experienced global workforce. In order to do so, more work needs to be done in order 
to look at the kinds of educational and training experiences these migrants bring from 
their home countries in order to best serve them in the educational system. However, 
accessibility to higher education and a pathway to citizenship are not enough these; 
students need to be supported with youth development programs, such as Summer 
Search, that give them the social and cultural capital to navigate college and vocational 
tracks.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Implication 
The dynamic of capital across migration processes, work and education 
This study shows that a major factor in the educational success of immigrant 
youth is not present in educational research: the role of documentation status. By 
describing the cultural practices of young migrants and their families prior to, during and 
after the migration process, I show how the migration experience produces capital by 
placing youth in a variety of migration statuses. Their status in the migration process, in 
turn, structures opportunities to professional and educational experiences in order to 
affect their social mobility. Without taking into account the status gathered in the 
migration process, educational research fails to account for an important contextual factor 
affecting the educational investment of this population. 
In Chapter 4, 5 and 6, I analyzed how immigrant youth negotiate capital 
transnationally in the fields of migration process, work and education. Towards the end 
of Chapter 6, we start to see how the fields of work and migration process affect access to 
educational spaces for immigrant youth. The capital in any given field is in constant 
dynamic with the capital one holds in other fields: “[s]een from a more dynamic 
perspective, capital and status unfolds across social fields in ways that are 
interdependent” (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). In these case studies, the status in 
the migration process first positions immigrant youth in terms of the economic, social and 
cultural capital that their families have to negotiate the migration process. For this 
population, the migration process impacts capital and status in every other field. For 
example, a limited amount of cultural capital in the form of knowledge of migration laws 
and procedures and social capital in established family connections in the United States 
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often results in an undocumented status for a student. The following discussion maps how 
the impactful field of migration process influences each of the other fields. 
The status conferred in the migratory process shapes the relationship immigrant 
youth have with work, including the need to work, the amount of work and the type of 
work they engage in. For example, if a student is undocumented, their need to work is 
likely impacted by financial responsibilities in both home and host communities, such as 
paying for the services of a ‘coyote’ before they immigrate and after, in the form of 
remittances (Levitt, 2005). Because of legal and economic vulnerability, undocumented 
youth are forced to deal with two competing priorities: the need to secure economic 
capital in often unstable work situations and the need to pursue cultural capital through 
work and educational opportunities. Constant fear of deportation leads them often to 
choose the accumulation of economic capital as most do not know how much time they 
will be able to reside in the country. For youth with residency or citizenship, while work 
may still be a pressing need, it is not in direct competition with pursuing cultural capital 
through schooling and extracurricular pursuits.  
The circumstances in migration processes often shape the need to work, but it is 
also felt in the kind and amount of work. For undocumented youth, the work they can 
access is poorly paid, unstable, has no options for mobility and is very limited in the 
kinds of economic capital it conveys. For example, an undocumented high school student 
often needs to work many more hours at a lower hourly rate and does not have leverage 
to negotiate scheduling preferences in consideration of school demands and 
opportunities. A student who has residency or citizenship, however, can pursue work that 
is more stable, adapts to the high school timetable, and often has the potential to give 
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them cultural capital, which is in turn valued on applications to college. Documented 
immigrant youth can do this because their status is more visible: they have 
documentation, they are in high school, and they and their employees can speak explicitly 
about these conditions. For undocumented youth, their vulnerability and need to remain 
far less visible creates a relationship in which they are more at the will of employers’ 
tendencies. Migration processes impact directly the mixture of the amount and kind of 
work available to undocumented students, and the pressing need to accumulate economic 
capital. Ultimately, a lack of capital in the migratory process echoes in the cultural capital 
they have to access professional and higher education opportunities.  
At the same time as work is being shaped by migration status, these factors are 
also impacting the field of education. For immigrant youth, their migration status impacts 
their interaction with education, in the form of fear and misinformation about 
admissibility and affordability. Fear or misinformation about eligibility and admissibility 
often delays high school aged undocumented immigrants’ enrollment in high school. 
Once enrolled in high school and pursuing academic class-work, immigrant students, like 
all other students in American high schools, find themselves amidst prevailing and 
constant conversations about college. Students go on college visits, meet with their 
counselors to take college entrance exams and are prepped by their teachers for skills that 
they will need in college. However, for undocumented students, the fear and 
misinformation about accessing free public K-12 schooling is amplified around college 
admissions and affordability. As with any other pursuit of institutional information, 
undocumented immigrants must deal with the fear of exposure, and this fear often leads 
them to, quite strategically, withdraw from pursuits like college visits and optional 
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college-preparatory activities (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). Additionally, among 
immigrant students and personnel working in schools and higher education, there is 
rampant misinformation about the rights of undocumented students to attend college. 
Finally, undocumented students cannot access federal financial aid, and in all but 10 
states undocumented students must pay out-of-state tuition (Jefferies, 2009).  
Through the status accumulated in the migration processes, undocumented 
immigrant students’ mix of fear and misinformation about admissibility and affordability, 
more often than not, leads them to simply withdraw from many educational pursuits. And 
quite justifiably, many decide not to pursue higher education because its questionable 
pay-off for them in procuring advancement through professional work. In this way, 
migration process affects education, across its levels, and these effects then loop back to 
affect the field of work. The capital in one field not only affects but also is affected by the 
other fields; the dynamic is multi-directional and constant across the fields (Stevens & 
Jefferies, in preparation).  
The study highlights the dynamic interaction between the fields of migration 
processes, work and education for immigrant youth, where status in each field transfers to 
each other and multiplies. While many of the scholarship on Bourdieu focuses on a 
particular field and argues the ‘relative autonomy of each field’, this works shows that in 
order to describe the structural barriers to mobility for immigrant youth, we need to take 
into account the integrated nature of these fields. In examining these dynamics this way, 
this work is in keeping with the approach and findings of other sociological studies (e.g., 
Bowles and Gintis, 1976; MacLeod, 2005; Willis, 1977) that have documented how 
social class impacts and is perpetuated through education. However, this study 
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differentiates itself from earlier works not only by predicting how status in social fields 
predicts success in education, but also explores the dynamic interaction among the 
various fields, demonstrating how education works in constant, simultaneous conjunction 
with other social fields to shape status and positioning.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6: The Dynamic Interaction between the fields of Migration Process, Work and Education 
 
Education, transnationalism and social capital 
Ethnographic research on the daily practices of recently arrived immigrant youth 
reveals the need to consider the migration of peoples in a transnational framework in 
order to fully understand the kinds of capital that is structured and accessible to them. If 
we are only to consider the kinds of capital accessible to immigrant youth in their 
receiving country, we would not account for the barriers posed by immigration status and 
its consequences for access to professional and educational circles. Only when looking at 
the experiences of these young migrants with a framework that takes into account the 
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historical relationship of their home country and the kinds of capital garnered by the 
migrant in the home country, can we see the whole picture of social mobility for 
immigrant youth.  
Educational institutions are contending with a rising number of immigrants in its 
schools. While some education research takes a look at the influence of the context on 
educational achievement, most has invoked the needs of immigrant students within policy 
documents and practices mostly as an issue of English Language Development (e.g., 
Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007) and framed them as English Language Learners (ELLs). 
While the need to develop fluency in various genres of English is incontrovertible, this 
sole focus works to obscure other potentially relevant educational projects with 
immigrant populations.  
This study shows the urgency of considering contextual factors such as migration 
status and the role of work in their lives of utmost importance in the educational 
investment and social mobility of young migrants. In order to do so, we not only have to 
look at the out-of-school lives of students within the United States, but also frame our 
research to include the past and present relationship of students with their home country, 
as well as the historical, economic and political background to migration. A focus on the 
daily practices within frameworks of transnationalism and social capital proved to 
capture a comprehensive picture of the social mobility of immigrant youth.  
Methodological issues 
Doing an ethnography of recently arrived immigrant youth has uncovered a whole 
set of methodological issues that warrant explicit attention. While much of the data on 
immigration is of a quantitative nature, this study alerts us to issues that could not be 
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otherwise be noticed with a quantitative analysis. The advantage of doing an 
ethnography, versus statistical data, is that it allows us to see how migration status is 
constructed before, during and after they embark on the migration process, and does not 
constitute a binary. One of the first issues is that immigrants cannot be categorized into 
documented and undocumented, with papers or without papers. Documentation status is a 
pathway that is navigated both in the home country and in the receiving country, and it is 
a process that takes time.  
This study has major implications as to the way that migration status is discussed 
and known in the public sphere. When migration status is discussed in the public sphere, 
immigrants are referred to as either documented or undocumented, with or without 
papers. A closer look at immigrants in a transnational framework reveals that instead of a 
binary category of undocumented and documented, the way migrants navigate the 
migration process puts them in many different pathways, revealing a complex continuum 
of legality (see Figure 3). Lack of knowledge of the different statuses available threatens 
the capacity of educational institutions to provide services to immigrant youth. At the 
same time, fear and misinformation about the subject delays or obstructs immigrant 
youth’s access to educational circles.  
While the national media keeps referring to migrants as either legal or illegal 
(Lakoff, 2001), this study finds that there are many stages involved in a migrants’ 
documentation status. Participants in this study who have crossed the border without 
authorization are deemed undocumented and with the lowest chances of a pathway to 
citizenship as immigration law punishes migrants who do not enter on a legal status by 
making it difficult to transition to a pathway to citizenship. Through recent laws and 
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practice, this status is difficult to transition into any kind of authorized stay in the 
country. For immigrant youth who followed family or community patterns of migration, 
and who have to face the rest of their lives with structural barriers to mobility, the 
question of a transition to legalization is a pressing one and one that should be addressed 
in federal and state laws. 
For young migrants who enter the country on a tourist visa are caught in a limbo 
where legalization is possible, but takes high amounts of cultural and economic capital to 
navigate. Some participants depend on family members to become citizens before they 
can petition for status, putting undue pressure on family relationships and facing long and 
expensive bureaucratic are permanent residents. Although these youth have better 
chances of becoming a legally sanctioned part of the population, the high amount of 
capital needed to navigate the immigration system poses a significant barrier to their 
mobility.  
When the United States Supreme Court dictated that the children of unauthorized 
migrants had the right to a public education, it argued that denying them an education 
would likely contribute to "the creation and perpetuation of a subclass of illiterates within 
our boundaries, surely adding to the problems and costs of unemployment, welfare, and 
crime" (Plyler vs Doe, 1982). This study find that although undocumented youth have 
access to K-12 education, they are severely limited in their mobility due to their 
documentation status. In fact, their lack of status in the field of migration processes 
relegates them to a status where, whether they are literate or not, have small chances of 
higher education and social mobility. In order for policy to be effective in not 
perpetuation second-class citizens with less rights, educational policy needs to be aligned 
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with immigration policy. Furthermore, educational policy needs to address equal access 
to higher education institutions. 
Research with Undocumented Populations 
In researching undocumented migrants, researchers are shedding light on a highly 
vulnerable population, for whom exposure is one of their greatest risks (Stevens & 
Jefferies, in preparation). Many of the participants in the study are at daily risk of 
detention and deportation in many of the public spaces they inhabit: in public 
transportation, at work and on the street. In doing a study of their daily lives that gives 
detailed information of their day to day practices, the risks of exposure were and still are 
a question of concern to me as a researcher and I have taken care to handle cautiously the 
information gathered and reported in this study. It is important to know that immigrants’ 
valid fears of exposure work hand-in-hand with the general public’s misinformation 
about migration processes. A situation is then created where there is not talk about 
migratory status, a significant aspect of the kinds of capital that can be garnered by these 
populations. This results in silence and oversimplified understandings of immigration, 
which perpetuates an iniquitous system (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). It is 
therefore especially important to raise awareness about the importance of migratory 
processes both in the general public and the academy, in order to dispel myths and 
secrecy that contributes to the oppression of immigrant youth.  
Within the walls of the university, my work with vulnerable populations raised 
concerns, from an academic point of view, about human subjects review processes. At 
many times during the gestation of my project, I found barriers associated to the taboo of 
working with such a vulnerable population, especially in terms of procuring grant funds 
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for the study. In the field of education for immigrant students, not talking about migration 
status and the migration process works to obscure a significant field that has enormous 
effects on education and mobility. My aim, with the dissemination of this study, is to 
counter how institutionalized knowledge is perpetuated to shed light on some societal 
issues while obscuring others. While this topic is not a focus of the dissertation, more 
research is needed into how institutional barriers of funding and grant allocation help to 
silence research with vulnerable populations. 
Construction of youth and the Standard American Family 
An ethnographic look at the daily lives of immigrant youth allows us to see that 
immigrant youth do not have the same experiences as mainstream youth. Recently 
arrived immigrant youth in this study face enormous family responsibilities, experiences 
of trauma, heavy workloads, and day to day experiences of persecution and fear. Some 
youth have left all they know at an early age to make a dangerous trip across the desert, 
knowing they risked their lives in order to have a chance at a better life. Some have left 
their families and communities at home in order to work and send remittances back 
home, as well as paying for their own expenses. Many of them are financially 
independent. Some of them have had to negotiate school and work responsibilities 
without the help of a parent or caretaker. In some cases, these young migrants have 
joined a parent whom they have never known and have had to adapt to living with a 
family they never knew.  
Many of these youth have a rich economic and emotional transnational life, 
having the opportunity to navigate adolescence in two languages and two cultures. Some 
of them face being detained and deported by the authorities, being afraid of stepping onto 
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the street, going on public transportation, or even going out with friends. A few are 
undergoing deportation procedures, their future remaining uncertain. Viewed from this 
angle, recently arrived immigrant youth have significantly different experiences from the 
mainstream adolescent. Certainly, these experiences are not taken into account in the 
curriculum and organization of the school, which assumes a different kind of student 
within their walls. Teachers and administrators in schools need to take into account these 
experiences in order to help students make sense of transnational flows of immigration 
and the consequences for youth. 
For many of these youth, saddled with adult responsibilities, school represents the 
only space where they can be adolescents. Because they live far away from their families 
or do not see their families due to their heavy work loads, added to the fact that they 
work, mostly with adults, many hours a week, I observed that they cannot easily interact 
with other youth. School is the only social space where they can be adolescents, and 
many are motivated to attend because of this reason. Policy measures need to address this 
issue and how it affects the development of these youth. 
Furthermore, studying recently-arrived youth is an opportunity for us to learn how 
young people are faced with enormous responsibility and what strategies they use to deal 
with such responsibility. This kind of description has many implications for how 
educational institutions can best serve the needs of a population whose experiences and 
challenges are vastly different than the mainstream. It is evident that looking at schooling 
is not enough in order to serve the needs of this population: health, labor, and legal 
institutions need to be incorporated into policy in order for policy to exact change in their 
lives. 
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Implication for schools and communities 
When taking a look at the role of schools that service recently arrived immigrant 
youth, one of the first implications has to do with the raising of awareness about issues of 
migration status. There is an immediate and urgent need for information: in society in 
general and for all institutions serving these populations; both migrants and the native 
population need to know more about the different migration statuses that are possible and 
the possibilities and risks associated with each. Either in the form of professional 
developments or trainings for school personnel, the history and legal parameters of 
immigration as it relates to their students needs to be addressed. Without a good training, 
administration and teachers are prone to put students at risk or misguide their future 
educational and professional pursuits.  
In my study, there have been many examples where this misinformation has 
proven hurtful for students. For example, Javier was nominated for Summer Search when 
he is really not eligible, an event that frustrated and made him lose motivation in school. 
For some students, the constant focus on college was an unrealistic goal that got in the 
way of their motivation and education. The lack of knowledge about migration status did 
not let teachers see the complicated sets of barriers these students face, making it easy for 
teachers to see them as un-motivated for school or lazy.  
It is equally important to raise awareness of the limitations and possibilities of the 
migration status among students themselves and their families. For the actual students in 
the school, it is of utmost importance that they can talk to someone they can trust, who 
has counseling experience and who is well informed. Not only is it important because it 
can be a potentially devastating realization, but it is also a way to alert students and their 
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families about steps they can take to transition into another kind of status with more 
opportunities for mobility. This conversation, if possible, must happen with the presence 
of the parents, who need to understand both their own position and that of their child in 
regards to migration status.  
For the administration and teachers of schools, it is extremely important to notice 
how many undocumented students are within their walls, in order to have a concrete plan 
of counseling and mentoring that will help the students and family to navigate this field. 
For schools with a high number of undocumented students, it is important to work with a 
lawyer or paralegal in the school. This person would be in charge of informing how 
migrants can access status through family and through application processes and also 
provide a safe place for students to come forth with the information. For students that are 
in the process of becoming citizens, such a resource can help students to navigate the 
immigration process. For students who are on an expired tourist visa, it is especially 
important to provide information on pathways to citizenship. It is also important for this 
person to inform migrants in terms of the procedure if they are detained in the street, or if 
immigration officers come to their house. This kind of literacy is a perfect example of 
how schooling can become relevant to the needs, in these cases extreme needs, of this 
population.  
It is also impossible to conceive of an educational institution that does not 
advocate for the rights of immigrants in this context. Through curriculum and extra-
curricular activities, the school community needs to become an activist centre for 
immigration and education rights. For example, in Massachusetts there is an In State 
Tuition Act that has been voted down twice during the last four years, and the school 
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community needs to advocate for this cause. In order to create an environment where 
students will be motivated for school and higher education, then we cannot overlook the 
fact that undocumented students find it very difficult access in-state tuition, and this need 
for activism needs to be reflected in the curriculum and the daily school activities. 
Implications for teacher education 
For immigrant populations, migration process and resulting status effects 
positioning in every social field, indelibly marking access to status with K-12 education, 
access to higher education, and access to fairly paid and safe workplaces. In the United 
States, there are 1.7 million undocumented youth under the age of 18 (Passel, 2006), and 
of those numbers, 16-20% fail to complete high school (Protopsaltis, 2005), and only 1 
out of 20 undocumented seniors attend college (Protopsaltis, 2005). However, within 
educational policy, practice, and research on immigrant populations, migration process is 
rarely discussed.  By virtue of its absence, migration process is relegated as belonging in 
another disciplinary field, too complicated to take up within the more traditional 
educational domains of language learning and achievement, and/or too risky to undertake 
within institutionally sanctioned research. With the relationship of migration status and 
education obscured, it is easier to uphold the myth that students enter and navigate the 
educational social field on equal ground (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). Without 
examining how other fields, particularly migration processes for immigrant populations, 
effect status within education, the business of educational inquiry has a cleaner slate of 
classroom practice to address, focusing primarily on second language acquisition 
(Stevens, 2009), but misses the mark of the local and transnational realities that deeply 
mediate any promise that education might offer for status in society.  
 125      
In some senses, migration process is but one example, albeit a compelling one, of 
how a social field that, disciplinarily, lies outside of the field of education, has a huge 
effect on students’ lives. Regarding both the cases explored in this study and education 
research, the field of migration processes is at the same time, deeply impactful and 
largely silenced. This silencing occurs both through immigrants’ fear of exposure and the 
ignorance and misinformation surrounding immigrant populations in institutional circles, 
including academic research. Conceptually, the silencing occurs through an incorrect 
focus of social field of itself. In other words, education and its role in youths’ lives cannot 
be well understood by solely examining educational settings (Stevens & Jefferies, in 
preparation).  
How, then, can educational research and practice know which fields to examine, 
if an understanding of youths’ lives is incomplete through school-based interactions? In 
this study, the answer to this question is in knowing the youth well. Because migration 
processes is pervasive in its effects on immigrants’ lives, I focused sharp attention on 
these facts. With other populations, other social fields might be as, more, or less 
compelling. To know which social fields are interacting with education and how those 
interactions affect social status, education must make this type of inquiry a stronger 
feature of its business. If we are looking to improve students’ chances of securing a stable 
position in society, then we must first and continually investigate and understand well the 
influence of other social fields on education and how education, in turn, enables access 
and engagement in social fields (Stevens & Jefferies, in preparation). 
Implications for work  
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 Close ethnographic description provides a snapshot of how undocumented youth 
navigate access to work and higher education training, revealing several barriers to 
mobility. These barriers prevent access to university or vocational training, with dire 
consequences for the shrinking work force of Massachusetts. For the approximately 
60,000 undocumented youth navigating school in Massachusetts and the nearly 2 million 
undocumented youth in school in the country, a comprehensive policy is needed that 
looks at educational, legal and labor policy in a transnational manner.  
Documentation status is one key field where migrants are barred from educational 
and labor mobility. In terms of training, they are not able to amass enough cultural and 
social capital to make the transition to college, and are also barred from in-state tuition 
and financial aid that would facilitate economic access to training. In terms of labor, most 
undocumented youth are employed in a double economy that keeps them in manual labor 
at low wages, no job security and no prospects of mobility. Furthermore, these youth are 
further constricted from participation in society by the fear of being caught and deported. 
For these reasons, state and federal policy needs to acknowledge the need for a trained 
workforce and provide this population with more affordable training opportunities and a 
pathway to citizenship. Without such policy, we are reproducing a sub-class of citizens 
who are forced to live in a cycle of poverty, vulnerability and insecurity. 
These stories point to the economic and political influence the United States has 
exercised over most of Central America and the Caribbean, acting as an imperial power 
since the 1800’s, as well as the penetration of multinational capital in the form of U.S. 
companies, encouraging immigration into the country. As Sassen (1988) describes, 
workers in Central America join the labor force in multinational companies and develop 
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ideological connections to the United States. Within policies that deal with permission to 
work, access to institutions and the Massachusetts workforce, this transnational 
perspective has to be taken into account, especially in terms of a description of the lived 
experience, labor and educational background of these future workers. 
More concretely in regards to the implication of the labor practices of immigrant 
youth, schools and communities have to acknowledge their relationship to work. Many 
immigrant youth depend on their daily work to maintain themselves and their families, 
sometimes transnationally. For many, the need to work becomes a stronger priority than 
schooling. The structure of schooling, therefore, needs to adapt to this reality. Schools 
should push towards the creation of internships and job placements that enable students 
to earn a competitive salary, while at the same time developing professional experience 
that will let them accrue social and cultural capital. In a sense, schools need to work with 
job placement agencies for youth, or have job placement in the school. Furthermore, the 
curriculum of the school needs to address the basic literacy skills needed for these jobs.  
This study has also found that youth development programs can be even more 
effective than schools at giving the social and cultural capital that students need to 
navigate higher education institutions. However, students who are not citizens or 
permanent residents are not eligible for these kinds of experiences. These kinds of 
programs, however, need to be put into place for undocumented students. As policy 
transitions into making higher education more of a reality for undocumented students, 
schools need to diversify the pathways so that students have other options in the future. 
A transnational view of immigrant youth and education: further research 
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If educational institutions are to take seriously the challenge of educating the high 
numbers if immigrant students entering the country, scholars need to adopt a 
transnational view of immigrant youth and education. Although migration status and 
employment are not associated with the discipline of education, these areas need to be 
integrated into how schools vie for the social mobility of their students. This does not 
mean, however, that the sole responsibility for the success of immigrant youth in schools 
relies solely on educators. From this study, it is clear that federal migration policy needs 
to reform migration law so that immigrant youth cease to live in a society of opportunity 
and restriction.   
State policy needs to address the reality of these transnational migrants, most of 
them poor and unemployed workers, with some component of the family living in their 
place of origin and others in the place of settlement. In this way, families and 
communities optimize security by maintaining a resource base in two places (Levitt, 
2001), and diversifying family income by tapping into two labor markets (Massey, 1999). 
Educational policy needs to acknowledge the need for these youth to provide for 
themselves and their families, and provide work opportunities that both give them 
immediate economic capital but also allow them to accrue social and cultural capital in 
order to navigate educational institutions after high school.  
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APPENDIX A: 
School (35hrs)  Work (30 hrs)  Commuting (14 hrs) After School activities (12 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (12 hrs) 
Figure 7. Jose’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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School (35hrs)  Work (42 hrs)  Commuting (12 hrs) After School activities (5 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (0 hrs) 
Figure 8. Jason’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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School (35hrs)  Work (44 hrs)  Commuting (14 hrs) After School activities (5 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (10 hrs) 
Figure 9. Jorge’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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School (35hrs)  Work (44 hrs)  Commuting (16 hrs) After School activities (5 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (55 hrs) 
Figure 10. Jonathan’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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School (35hrs)  Work (24 hrs)  Commuting (10 hrs) After School activities (5 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (29 hrs) 
Figure 11. Sandip’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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School (35hrs)  Work (12 hrs)  Commuting (16 hrs) After School activities (10 hrs) 
 Leisure time at home/homework (9 hrs) 
Figure 12. Jimmy’s Weekly Time Diary (Robinson & Godbey (1997); Heymann (2000) 
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Abstract 
 
While education holds an imaginary force as an equalizer in society, how its 
opportunities intersect with other social fields is ambiguous. Particularly for immigrant 
populations, the field of education is but one of several social fields that deeply impact 
status in society. In this article, we explore the ways in which recently arrived immigrant 
youth have differential access to social, economic, and cultural capital. To do so, we draw 
from Pierre Bourdieu’s theories of capital and status and apply these to a long-term 
ethnography of recently arrived immigrant youth. We provide implications for how 
education may better know the lived realities of students within and without the walls of 
schooling.  
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Education is largely seen as a forum for equal opportunity and achievement. 
When a member of a nondominant group achieves a high profile position within 
mainstream society, education is invariably named as a key to that story of success. When 
President Barack Obama introduced Sonia Sotomayor as his nominee for the United 
States, he highlighted her triumph over lower odds of achievement by studying hard in 
her Brooklyn schools and maintaining that ethic through college and law school (Obama, 
2009). This widely-held belief in the promise of education is also echoed in policies and 
governmental actions. In the United States, access to a free and public education has been 
negotiated by various groups and awarded as a symbol of this opportunity (Brown vs. 
Board of Education, 1954; Lau v. Nichols, 1974). In fact, national progress in civil rights 
is almost always examined in consideration of how equity and inequity plays out within 
the field of education (e.g., Rumberger & Palardy, 2005).  
Implicit here ideologically is the belief that an education will afford knowledges 
and skills to position youth to be productive, active members of society. It should play 
out like this: a teenager goes to school, studies hard, achieves academically and then 
parlays these developed skills, values, and knowledges into further opportunities down 
the road. When achievement in society is seen as the direct result of hard work, education 
fits neatly into this view as a, if not the, space of potential, both for individuals’ and 
groups’ success in society. However, the simplicity of this promise is significantly 
mediated both within and beyond the field of education. More opaque than transparent, 
more implicit than explicit, the rules of society function through these institutions to 
configure status differentially.  
Our core purpose in this piece is to shed light on how education, particularly for 
immigrant populations, is impacted by these rules and statuses. To do this, we draw on a 
set of theoretical and data sources: Bourdieu’s theories of capital, and four years of 
ethnographic research with recently immigrated youth. We look to Bourdieu’s work to 
provide a theoretical set of tools for naming and mapping how individuals in society gain 
access to various forms of capital and how this access marks their status in society. From 
the youth, whom we have known and worked with for four years at the time of this 
writing, we gain a perspective on institutions in society. Looking across their stories 
affords an opportunity to see better how the field of education itself awards status and 
how this intersects with status accessed and gained through other social fields relevant to 
their lives.  
Within educational research, studies of achievement and success in schooling, 
particularly for ethnic minorities, has tended to focus upon the school-based practices that 
contribute to achievement and marginalization. Similar to Lee’s (2005) study of Hmong 
American youth in the United States, Louie’s (2004) analysis of social class, culture, and 
education, this study speaks to the social contexts of immigrant youth, situating education 
and its connections to capital within those social contexts. 
In order to contend with the strategies, restrictions, and negotiations of access to 
capital in society, a discussion of capital must extend beyond economic forms. 
Bourdieu’s (1990) study of the unequal scholastic achievement of children of different 
social classes recognized the limitations of only using economic capital, or what “is 
immediately and directly converted into money and may be institutionalized in the form 
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of property rights” (47), to formulate conclusions about the chances of success for a 
person in the school system. Claiming that this stance did not regard both the cultural and 
social capital transmitted, he theorized two other forms of capital that can be present in 
an immaterial form, important to educational success and, ultimately, to success in 
society1. 
Cultural capital refers to the sum of the forms of knowledge, dispositions, 
attitudes and behaviors that are transmitted to a person, usually by the family, which 
position him or her favorably in society. While goods can be appropriated in a material 
fashion, Bourdieu (1977) differentiates this from their symbolic appropriation, which 
includes knowing how to use and display economic capital and its symbols. Cultural 
capital can also be institutionalized in the form of academic credentials and 
qualifications, drawing an essential difference between the officially recognized, 
guaranteed cultural competence and the simple cultural competence of a person without 
credentials, constantly required to prove oneself (51). In this way, Bourdieu’s examples 
place the education system as the main avenue for validation of cultural capital.  
Also theorized by Bourdieu (1990) are the extremely valuable networks of 
institutionalized relationships that a person can possess in society, which allows a 
member to be supported and backed by the capital of a group, as well as given access into 
opportunities to build economic capital. As with all forms of capital, social capital has a 
dynamic relationship with other forms of capital. Building on Bourdieu’s theoretical 
basis, other scholars have expanded on this complexity, to include, for example, the ways 
in which the synchrony of cultural capital within social capital networks can 
synergistically interact to impact status in society (Coleman, 1998).  
Bourdieu’s main reason to make explicit these different forms of capital is most 
meaningful in understanding the transmission of capital, where social and cultural capital 
can be converted into economic capital and vice-versa, ensuring the process of social 
reproduction of class benefits. In a sense, social and cultural capital constitutes economic 
capital in disguise, facilitating its transmission between generations. Cultural capital’s 
diffuse and continuous transmittal within the family escapes observation and control, 
only obtaining efficacy in the labor market when validated by the educational system. 
Economic capital is more explicit in its reproduction in the form of earnings and thus 
more prone to mechanisms of control. To better understand both the dynamics of various 
forms of capital and how youth are able to access them, we have used and applied 
Bourdieu’s theories in examining case studies of recently immigrated youth.  
 
Methodology: Using ethnographic data to better understand society 
For this study, complementing the cognitive tools supplied by Bourdieu is case 
study data from a long-term ethnography with recently immigrated youth. Over the 
course of four years, and ongoing at the time of this writing, we have conducted and 
documented two dozen case studies of recently immigrated youth. These case studies 
include ongoing, in-depth interviews, observations in various institutional settings, and 
                                                
1 Although Bourdieu went on in his later works to discuss a fourth form of symbolic 
capital, that capital which is affiliated with societal honor or recognition, our discussion 
is most centered on the three forms of economic, cultural, and social capital. 
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collaboration with the youth as junior researchers and teaching assistants. The 
ethnographic case studies commenced with all of the students while they were attending 
an international high school in the East Coast of the United States and continued after 
their departures from the high school. Not all of the youth in the study are depicted in this 
article, and the youth we do discuss are not presented to provide a representation of the 
lives of immigrant youth. What is significant about the study of a case, in this research, is 
not defined in terms of its representative relationship to population, but as a point of 
departure to talk about the structures in society.  As in the extended case method, “the 
significance of a case relates to what it tells us about the world in which it is embedded. 
What must be true about the social context or historical past for our case to have assumed 
the character we have observed? Here significance refers to societal significance. The 
importance of the single case lies in what it tells us about society as a whole rather than 
about the population of similar cases” (Burawoy, 1991, 281). 
 
Participant selection and representation: Seeing the whole and the shadows 
 To best understand this goal of better understanding the role of capital in society 
for immigrant youth, there are two aspects to our intentional participant selection and 
representation that warrant explicit discussion. First, to best capture and analyze how 
capital works for newly arrived immigrant youth, we worked with youth who have 
different positions in education and in other social fields. In the following cases and 
analysis, we present cases of students who, while having the shared experience of 
recently immigrating to the United States, living in the same city, and attending the same 
high school, have widely different interactions with capital within and beyond their 
communities. We focus on students with various positions to build a graphic of sorts of 
capital in society, to further engage with Burowoy’s question of what must be present in 
the system for these cases to coexist. Such a graphic requires looking not just at those 
who are struggling to gain a foothold in social fields, but also those who seem to have a 
well-defined map to mobility in these fields. If we are truly to understand how 
marginalization and privilege works in society, we must look at multiple positions in 
society. In so doing, ultimately, we hope to render the machinations of societies more 
explicit than implicit, more transparent than opaque.  
A second purposeful choice in participants discussed here is the inclusion of 
undocumented youth. In doing so, we acknowledge that we are shedding light on a highly 
vulnerable population, for whom exposure is one of the greatest risks. This vulnerability 
is reflected in the paucity of research into the lives of undocumented youth. However, we 
similarly discussed undocumented youth as well as youth with sanctioned migration 
experiences to be able to analyze across these sets of experiences.  
In the following sections, we explore how capital and status operate in the lives of 
recently immigrated youth in the social fields of migration processes, work and 
schooling. A social field, in this sense, is a particular social domain that is distinctive and 
structured (Bourdieu, 1977). Fields are arenas where actors draw on economic, social and 
cultural capital as the key types of resources to compete for status in the social hierarchy 
of each field. As we explore immigrant youths’ positions in social fields, we oversimplify 
both the boundaries of these fields and the rungs of status within the fields. The access to 
capital that one has in school is intermingled with the status held in and across other 
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fields, and in fact, status is an unstable and multi-dimensional concept and reality. 
However, we take this approach that risks an initial oversimplification of the relationship 
within and among fields in order to first fully present the details of these societal 
structures and then analyze and discuss the implications for educational praxis.  
 
The field of migration processes 
Migration stories are most traditionally told from an assimilationist perspective, 
which begins with an initial and only entry to the host country. In presenting several 
students’ stories of migration, we include information such as their home countries and 
the pre-migration knowledge of the United States. This transnational perspective (Basch, 
Glick Schiller & Blanc, 1994) provides a view of how access to capital is played out 
before, during and after physical migration occurs.  
 
A map of the field of migration processes 
In this field, there is a set of implicit rules that garner capital in the migration 
process. At the top of this field are migrants who, by way of a deeper knowledge of these 
implicit rules, are able to secure residency or citizenship into the United States previous 
to their migration. These statuses are more valued because they enable a person to visibly 
and explicitly access societal structures. Within the rules that enable access to these 
statuses, some practices are more valued: owning property, being a professional, knowing 
people who have obtained citizenship (social capital), economic capital necessary to pay 
for visa fees, living in a country of origin with particular immigration/refugee laws into 
the US.  
On a lower rung on this field are migrants who have enough capital to garner a 
tourist visa into the United States, overstay their visa and become undocumented in the 
process. A tourist visa is made possible, also, by the appropriate social capital, usually by 
having relatives in the United States who one can declare to visit. Although this kind of 
immigration pattern results in undocumented status after the visiting period expires, this 
status initially positions an immigrant with possible avenues for pursuing legal residency 
and citizenship. 
On the lowest rung of this field are migrants who do not hold some conferred 
documentation status prior to migrating.  For myriad possible gaps in cultural and social 
capital, these migrants have no access to obtaining documentation status prior to 
migration to the United States. In its place, migrants have to resort to economic capital to 
pay for a service to walk them across the border, usually putting them at risk of injury, 
death or detention by the border patrol. Within these services, a certain social capital is 
needed to secure them, and some services are more desirable than others. This migration 
process results in an undocumented status, which poses significant barriers to accessing 
the rights associated with other documentation statuses. We draw upon three students’ 
histories of migration to illustrate this mix of economic, cultural, and social capital 
involved. 
Negotiating the migration process from rural Guatemala: the case of Jorge 
Jorge grew up in the Huehuetenango, a rural part in the north of Guatemala. In his 
town there is a history of young males emigrating to the United States for a certain 
number of years in order to accumulate economic capital to support themselves and their 
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families. Although some members of the community have gained permanent residence, 
most members cross the border without documentation status and work in the 
landscaping or restaurant business. During these years, they save money and send 
monetary remittances back home. At age 15, Jorge decided to embark on this town 
practice, by joining his brother and uncles in a northeastern part of the United States. The 
extended family has been using the services of a ‘coyote’, a person who plans and leads 
the journey across the border, who charges $6,000 for the trip. In Jorge’s town, this way 
of emigrating is the only avenue talked about, therefore his knowledge of migration 
process is limited to this practice. Only one of his uncles has residency. Furthermore, 
although Jorge’s family owns property, they lack the cultural capital necessary to 
navigate a tourist visa application or an application for citizenship.  
Jorge only considered the possibility of legalizing his status after four years in the 
United States, when he learned of the barriers to higher education for undocumented 
students. Additionally, he was attracted to a legal documentation status in order to travel 
from the United States to Guatemala regularly in order to visit his mother in a more 
affordable way than spending $6,000 and risking his life. In a meeting with an 
immigration expert, he learned that there were two routes towards being in the country 
with status, and both would take large amounts of time and economic capital. The first 
route would entail his uncle becoming a citizen, so that he could petition for residency for 
Jorge’s mother. If Jorge’s mother were to first apply and obtain residency, then relocate 
to the United States and then put in the time, money and knowledge necessary to obtain 
citizenship, she could petition for Jorge to enter the country as a permanent resident. This 
process would take decades and entail large amounts of economic and cultural capital.  
The other avenue that Jorge considered was to re-enter with a student visa, a 
process that would involve first going back to Guatemala to attempt to get a student visa 
from the American consulate and then applying to a college as an international student. 
Having had a few interactions with college students who visited his high school campus 
and seeing many of his friends head off to college, Jorge was also genuinely interested in 
pursuing higher education. He was discouraged from this possibility, though, as to do 
with documentation would necessitate first returning to Guatemala to then enter the U.S. 
on a student visa, requiring him to pay the significantly higher tuition fees as an 
international student.  Additionally, in his attempts to navigate the college application 
process, he felt confused by what was essentially a foreign set of rules to him. After a few 
months of getting help from different sources, he gave up pursuing a pathway to 
affordable higher education and its small potential as a route to residency.  
Rural residents from Guatemala, like Jorge, have access to delimited kinds of 
economic capital, setting the stage for them to look for material resources elsewhere. 
Additionally, they form strong ideological connections to the United States due to the 
spread of American media and the presence of multinational companies. Global 
economic conditions have set the stage for countries like Guatemala to have an 
abundance of low-skilled labor that is then exported in the form of manual work in 
restaurants, cleaning and landscaping businesses to the United States. For Jorge and his 
community, the only avenue to increase their resources is to transnationalize the 
community by sending young males to work in the United States for certain periods of 
time. For these migrants, there are implicit boundaries in terms of the kinds of capital 
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available to them, and these boundaries severely limit their chances of obtaining status in 
the United States, relegating them to low skilled manual labor with little opportunities for 
mobility and benefits, and no affordable way to access higher education training. In this 
way, lack of cultural capital acts transnationally to affect the mobility of immigrants even 
before they arrive in the United States. 
Rebecca: a mismatch of cultural capital knowledge 
Rebecca immigrated to the United States from the Dominican Republic, from the 
district of Baní, in 2005. Growing up in this district of the Dominican Republic, Rebecca 
was familiarized with stories of journeys back and forth between the United States and 
the Dominican Republic. Although she was only 12 years old at the time of her journey 
to the United States, she recalls imagining that she would go to school in the United 
States but return frequently to the Dominican Republic to visit her family and friends, 
with her newfound fluency in English, American clothes, and bringing gifts of cell 
phones, digital cameras, and music CDs. Like many immigrants from the Baní district, 
Rebecca initially entered the United States on a tourist visa, alongside her mother, Lilian. 
At the time of their journey, they knew an aunt who had legal permanent residency in the 
states, and Lilian’s boyfriend had been living in the country without papers for one year. 
Lilian used savings from work and monetary remittances from her boyfriend to save up 
enough money for the airline ticket. When they entered the U.S. with their tourist visas, 
they were questioned by the immigration authorities. In particular, the authorities asked 
Rebecca’s mother, in Spanish, why she was coming to the United States. She responded 
that she was coming to visit, and upon further prompting by the immigration authorities if 
there was any other reason, she said that she was afraid that her ex-husband, living in the 
Dominican Republic, was going to hurt her. She was awarded a temporary protective 
status during which time an investigation would be undertaken by immigration 
authorities. About one month later, she was sent, via U.S. mail, a notice to appear in a 
Federal District Court as part of this investigation. Fearing further interaction with 
immigration authorities, Lilian did not appear at the hearing. The failure to appear 
resulted in an automatic deportation order for both Lilian and Rebecca. Lilian believed 
that appealing to the authorities for her safety would be an empathetic tactic to take and 
also believed that avoiding further contact was in the best interest of her and her family. 
In this instance, Lilian’s cultural capital, her existing knowledge informing her 
interactions with the immigration authorities, proved to be a mismatch with the cultural 
capital, or sanctioned knowledge, structuring pathways to residency through the court 
system. The outcropping of this mismatch is a current deportation order for Lilian and 
undocumented status for both Rebecca and Lilian, which severely limits if not eliminates 
the pathways for residency and subsequent possibilities for work and education. 
Emilie: Cultural and social capital in the family 
Emilie’s path of migration to the United States provides an instructive alternate 
example to the processes accessed by Lilian, Rebecca, and Jorge. Emilie, now a current 
citizen of the United States, gained her documentation status through the pathways 
established by her family successfully navigating the cultural, social, and economic forms 
of capital necessary for residency and citizenship. Emilie’s uncle was the first in her 
family to immigrate to the United States, applying for permanent legal residency as a 
spouse to a United States citizen whom he had met and married in the Dominican 
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Republic. He was awarded a green card in 1970, and following the required seven-year 
wait, immediately started the legal bureaucratic processes to become a citizen of the 
United States. Just this small portion of the migration processes in Emilie’s family 
reflects a markedly different cultural capital, or knowledge, than in other examples. 
Working as a mechanic, Emilie’s uncle faced a relatively easy transition in applying the 
professional knowledge, the cultural capital, he had as a worker from the Dominican 
Republic to the United States. This allowed him a relatively constant, demonstrable 
financial stability vital to sponsoring applications for visas and residency for family 
members. This uncle applied to sponsor his brother, Emilie’s father, to enter the country 
as a permanent legal resident. When this was granted, Emilie’s father and his two 
daughters entered the United States. They, following the cultural capital pathway mapped 
by the uncle, applied as soon as possible for citizenship and were duly awarded this status 
by the United States’ government. With a legal documentation status, Emilie has been 
able to make journeys between the Dominican Republic and the United States without 
unduly straining the family’s economic resources or putting her safety at peril. This case 
offers several contrastive points in terms of economic capital through work that transfers 
across the cultural spaces: cultural capital in the form of knowledge of navigating 
bureaucratic immigration and citizenship processes, and social capital in the form of 
affiliated networks that confer more status.  
The factors influencing positioning and status within the field of migratory 
processes, including pre-migration knowledge of the United States and its laws, country 
of origin, economic capital, and social capital, play out differentially in these three cases 
studies.  
The case of Emilie’s family gives an insight into how some social capital, in the 
form of the family’s uncle travelling to the United States and obtaining citizenship 30 
years before their trip, can largely improve status in this field. Additionally, large 
amounts of cultural capital are needed in terms of navigating a long and complicated 
immigration process, knowing the rules and regulations of immigration laws, and the 
economic capital across host and home countries to be able to afford citizenship 
application processes. In Rebecca’s case, her family was able to secure a tourist visa 
through some knowledge of migration processes, however, they lacked the cultural 
capital to fully take advantage of the process, including knowing how to handle the 
investigation process for her domestic abuse claim. Within Jorge’s community, 
knowledge of migration processes are mostly limited to which are the best ‘coyotes’ to 
use, which, although crucial knowledge, also reflects his dramatically different 
positioning as a migrant than Emilie’s. The intricacies of the transmission of capital in 
migratory processes favor holders of social and cultural capital. Without access to high 
social and cultural capital, those migrants rely more heavily on economic capital are 
vulnerable in terms of the safety and duration of the migration processes, and this 
vulnerability also echoes in the fields of work and education following migration. For 
those who do not hold enough social and cultural capital, they need to resort to high 
amounts of economic capital in order to migrate, stage a dangerous border crossing, and 
have little hope of constitutional rights. Within the field of migratory processes, then, 
status and security are differentially accessed, and this is reflected in and influenced by 
status and access to capital in other fields.  
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The field of employment/work 
The field of work for recently arrived immigrant students presents a complicated set of 
opportunities for the recognition, reward and pursuit of capital. Education is seen to be 
primarily a location where youth learn skills and acquire the knowledge that is meant to 
then translate into societal advancement. However, as with education, work is a key field 
which offers the possibility of acquiring cultural capital that is recognized in society as 
valuable and rewarded with further opportunities for cultural capital, access to social 
capital, and sometimes the reality of economic capital. 
 
Map of the field of work for immigrant youth 
As in the field of migration processes, there is a set of implicit practices which 
garner cultural capital in the access to professional fields. At the top of this field are 
youth migrants who, because of a deeper knowledge of these implicit rules and the 
freedom from the responsibility of paid work, are able to take advantage of youth 
leadership development programs and volunteer in community or church-based activities. 
These programs occur either after school or during the summer, when they do not 
interfere with school requirements. During these activities, students develop qualities 
recognized by institutions as leadership, come in contact with mentors and peers and 
develop relationships that help them make cultural sense of what professional and 
educational fields look like, learn what is needed to apply for college and work, and 
develop relationships that help them secure letters of recommendation for both these 
fields. These kinds of experiences are highly rewarded in college applications and are 
valued in applying for higher rung jobs. Even though these positions do not give students 
access to economic capital, they enable students to access the cultural and social capital 
needed to navigate educational and professional fields.  
On a lower rung of this field are migrants who are able to secure internships in 
white-collar jobs, such as banks and hospitals. These students, through programs secured 
in school, can gain access at an entry-level position in a professional site that has 
opportunities for advancement: if these students perform up to standard and show 
responsibility, they have the opportunity for a career. These internships also allow 
students to accumulate some economic capital, usually paying between $7 and $10 per 
hour. Usually these companies do not require more than 10 to 15 hours of work per week, 
and respect students’ high school schedules. Although only limited to youth who are 
permitted to work legally in the country, these positions also enable students to gain 
experience that can position them at an advantage in pursuing other white-collar jobs.  
On a still lower rung of this field are migrants who work in the service industry, 
either in cleaning companies, restaurants, supermarkets, grocery stores or fast food stores. 
Secured either by family or community contacts, these entry-level positions are manual 
labor, routine jobs that pay approximately from $6 to $10 per hour. Most case study 
students employed in these jobs work more than 30 hours per week, and some up to 45 
hours. While most students are able to accommodate their hours around the high school 
schedule, some employers are not receptive to the students’ schedule needs, resulting in 
students missing days or weeks of school when work demands it. In most of these 
positions, professional advancement is limited. Indeed, the nature and amount of work 
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required limits the kind of time and attention students can use to navigate secondary 
schools and higher education opportunities. While students are able to accumulate limited 
amounts of economic capital, these positions do not give access to social and cultural 
capital in society needed to navigate future higher education and professional fields.  
The lowest rung of this field is access only to unpaid child-care, cooking and 
cleaning responsibilities in the home. For many of the female migrants in the study, these 
activities constitute long hours after school and on the weekends, and sometimes interfere 
with their school schedule. This kind of work ranks lowest on the field because it does 
not give access to any economic, social and cultural capital, and positions students far 
away from professional and higher education opportunities. In the following cases, we 
explore how status in the field of work operates for immigrant students and how access to 
capital in this field is affected by other fields. 
Restriction to home-based labor: Lina 
Lina emigrated from Niger at the age of 16 on a tourist visa, with explicit wishes 
from her mother, who still lives in Niger, that she should go to college and enjoy a stable 
professional life. This felt possible to both Lina and her mother in view of Lina’s older 
sister, who had come to the United States, married a U.S. citizen, and then applied for 
and received permanent residency. Lina, however, was in secondary school when her 
tourist visa expired with no immediate pathway to citizenship, resulting in an 
undocumented status. By that time, she had both settled into the United States and her 
community and had become an essential member of her sister’s family, babysitting her 
two young nieces while her brother-in-law and sister worked and attended community 
college courses. Lina’s days, while she was in high school, typically began at 5a.m., 
when she would make breakfast for the family, wake her nieces and sister to get ready for 
the day and sometimes do some homework on the way to school. Her sister would be at 
home with the children during the school day, and then Lina would return home after 
school to babysit her nieces and cook dinner while her sister worked evening shifts as a 
nurse’s aid and her brother-in-law worked in a store. Without this free childcare, varying 
from 30 to 50 hours per week, the family would not be able to make ends meet on the low 
paying wages they earned. Since Lina graduated from high school, she has continued to 
perform this work for her family. She often expressed frustration at her situation, as 
childcare is not in her aspirations for herself. However, she has, as she put it, “made 
peace with stuff I can’t control. If not, I go crazy.” For any high school student, Lina 
worked a tremendous number of hours. Although she performed a crucial role for her 
family, her work responsibilities presented more obstacles than opportunities in terms of 
capital. At the most basic level, she did not accrue economic capital, as her work was 
unpaid beyond offsetting her part of household expenses. She did not build her skills in 
ways transmittable on a resume or a college application. Neither did this work expose her 
to academic or professional relationships that could open up other work and educational 
opportunities for her.   
Internship into white collar work: Nancy’s occupational history 
Nancy’s occupational history details how some students can take advantage of 
paid internships offered through the school, which can give them access to jobs in the 
banking and hospital industries and possibilities of mobility. She came to the United 
States from the Dominican Republic when she was 13 years old as a permanent resident. 
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Nancy participated in two community service trips during her high school tenure.  In 
terms of paid positions, at age 16 she was hired as a cashier in a local Hispanic 
supermarket, a position she had applied for earlier, but only secured when one of her 
friends recommended her to the owner. At this job, she worked 20 hours per week 
earning $8/hour, and her hours were organized so as not to interfere with school. 
However, she was not very happy with the job, because there were no prospects of 
mobility and she had to wait for a year to get a better pay. When her high school 
counselor offered her the opportunity of a paid summer internship in a local bank, she 
applied for it and was accepted. She was paid the same hourly rate and worked the same 
number of hours as she had been working at the supermarket. For Nancy, the change in 
jobs did not represent better opportunities for mobility, but just an opportunity to do 
something different: “I like it because it was something different. I was tired of being a 
cashier, it was a routine job. In the bank, I did different things…” After three months, she 
was hired permanently by the bank, and her hourly rate went up to $11.50. Her schedule 
demanded her every day of the week for 3 ½ hours after school, and this was a significant 
portion of her out-of-school time. She says that she felt so proud of the job that school 
took a second place. During this time, both her attendance and her grades in her senior 
year at school suffered. After an incident with her boss at the bank, she was fired 10 
months into the job. Nancy was not able to graduate with her class and is now taking a 
summer course in order to do so. In one of the study interviews, when asked if she had a 
resume available in order to start applying in the banking industry after she graduates, she 
responded that she did not know what a resume was.  
Through access to social capital in the school, Nancy was able to secure a position 
with prospects of a career in the banking industry with benefits and job security. While 
she does not have this job anymore, this would count as professional experience on her 
resume and could help her get another position in the banking industry. Additionally, she 
has amassed some leadership experiences in the form of community service trips, which 
can help towards building her resume for professional and higher education opportunities. 
However, Nancy does not have the cultural capital necessary to balance the cultural 
capital opportunities across school and work, and moreover, to communicate these 
experiences in order to position herself more favorably in the fields of work and higher 
education.  
Instability and vulnerability: Undocumented students and work 
Jason arrived from the Dominican Republic when he was 15 years old, after he 
procured a tourist visa with his mother and sister. Within his first year in the U.S. his 
tourist visa expired, and as the family was not aware that the children could go to school, 
Jason was employed by his step-father doing painting work for a whole year. During this 
year, he was not paid. Motivated to look for paid work in order to help out his mother and 
sister with the bills, he got a job in a bodega (convenience store) through an acquaintance 
of his mother in the Dominican community, where he was hired to move boxes and stock 
merchandise. Jason recounts how, like most of the other undocumented employees in the 
store, he was restricted to manual labor tasks, without any breaks, and compensated only 
$3.25/hour. He worked six days a week, eight hours a day: “Life in the US is more 
comfortable than in the Dominican Republic, but for other people it’s more comfortable 
than for me. Everyone has a more comfortable job than I have. Because I don’t have the 
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luxury of working so little, because they don’t pay me the same”. In addition to pointing 
out the sharply lower pay rate than the legal minimum wage, this undocumented youth 
also articulated the instability and lack of security in any employment situation without 
workers’ rights. Jason recalls how he got fired after a fight with a co-worker, but he was 
called again to work and he returned. Some days later, he was fired again as the owner 
hired a cousin of his who had just arrived. This time, Jason spent two years looking for a 
job, and only being able to be employed by a moving company for three weeks during 
this period: “You don’t feel secure about your job, because if they fire you, you can’t 
collect unemployment. And if you are fired it’s very difficult to get a job, because the last 
job I was fired it took me two years to get a job”.  He works around 30 hours per week, 
including 11-hour days on the weekend. He does get a higher pay, bringing in $7/hour. 
Working has alleviated some of the financial pressures on his family and did not 
interfered with his graduation, but his grades suffered, and he did not have enough time 
to complete college applications that the guidance counselor gave him. Worried that he 
would lose his job, Jason did not want to even ask for a day off for his senior prom. 
Work, then, for Jason, is a financial responsibility that exposes him to instability and 
vulnerability while also relegating school to a lower priority.  
Knowing the rules of the game: Sandip’s experience 
Some students have been able to capitalize on experiences and jobs that both 
render economic benefits as well as build skills that are rewarded in professional and 
higher education circles. In these cases, we can see particularly how capital across social 
fields of work and school translates almost seamlessly. Sandip is such a student, a native 
of Pakistan who arrived in the United States at age 15 as a permanent resident. While the 
family’s economic situation did not require him to work, his father wanted him to work in 
order to learn to support himself. His first job was secured through family contacts 
working ‘under the table’ in a convenience store chain, where he was paid $8/hour and 
worked 16 hours during the weekends. As Sandip started his first year as a sophomore at 
the high school, he immediately was attracted to the community service experiences 
offered by the school, and participated in a trip to Washington, DC and a week-long 
service trip to Honduras. During these trips, he came into contact with two key mentors 
working in his school, who were key in further opporunities.  One of his mentors 
recommended him to be a part of Summer Search, a youth development program that 
recruits low-income high school students at the end of their sophomore year and provides 
three years of mentorship in leadership skills and the college process. Sandip applied and 
was accepted, allowing him to participate in domestic and far-reaching international trips. 
In both of these trips, Sandip interacted with students from other geographic regions in 
the United States, all of whom were college-bound, and has maintained social networks 
with them as they have navigated access to college. However, Sandip also was mentored 
to maintain a consistent relationship with the program and other youth leadership 
opportunities. For example, in his junior year, he was advised to forego a higher paying 
job in a convenience store to work in an after-school tutoring program for younger 
students. In his justification, Sandip communicated clear understandings of the cultural 
capital he would gain across the fields of school and work: “I could use that as a 
reference, and when you apply to college, cause I can tell them I have experience as a 
leader and working with youth. The [convenience store] job, I didn’t want it but my father 
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was telling me to take it.” While his decisions did not make sense to his father, who was 
only concerned about the economic capital he would gain, Sandip already was aware that 
he should prioritize building the cultural capital visible on a resume, and he cultivated the 
relationships with adult mentors who could both validate this cultural capital and provide 
access to further connected forms.  
Now in his freshman year in a private school, Sandip is poised to continue his 
journey, having made a choice from several schools that accepted him and provided 
economic support. The choice he made offers promise for further access to cultural 
capital, with resources typically found in a private institution, such as opportunities for 
work within the school.  
Sandip represents the example of an academic high achiever who has been able to 
reap the limited opportunities that are offered to low income students in order to gain 
social and cultural capital. He has been able to combine a good high school education 
with the extra-curricular activities and professional experiences that have afforded him 
the necessary knowledges, values and behaviors that are rewarded in society with a clear 
path to higher education. Able to counter his family’s insistence on gaining economic 
capital, and not being responsible to provide economic support to the family, he chose 
positions that gave him cultural capital, positions that rewarded him with a set of options 
in higher education. In this sense, the fields of work and schooling are inseparable when 
viewed through the experiences of a student like Sandip, or more precisely, how the 
experiences of a student like Sandip are seen and valued by professionals in both fields. 
Because his work experiences of volunteer and scholarship-supported youth development 
projects were initiated through contacts within school, validated in schooling contexts, 
and helped to position him to access higher education, the lines are blurred between work 
and school. For other students, these lines of capital and status are much more easily 
drawn and felt, as their access to capital in work does not translate into education, nor 
vice versa. In fact, for some students, like Jason and Lina, the fields of work and school 
are pitted against each other. 
Within the field of work, students have potential access to economic, cultural and 
social capital. With a preferable set of circumstances, directly linked to migratory 
processes and family situations, students may be able to take advantage of work 
opportunities that present them with veritable apprenticeships into the ways of being and 
groups that can confer further status within society. Sandip offers such a case. He has 
been able to translate his academic achievement and interests into work experiences that 
garner both cultural capital in the form of exposure to service trip values and social 
capital in the form of professional contacts and college-bound peers. However, given a 
different set of circumstances in the field of migratory processes, equally capable 
students are not able to pursue such a path. Although Lina was a strong student 
academically and did accrue cultural capital within the high school, her family’s 
economic constraints, as well as her undocumented status, converged to create a work 
responsibility that restricts her from accruing cultural or social capital. Nancy, although 
not restricted in her access to work opportunities, does not yet have the cultural capital 
necessary to communicate these experiences effectively in order to accrue status in the 
professional and higher education fields. By contrast, mentoring about these 
communications is what Sandip is getting through his professional and work experiences. 
 155      
Across these cases, then, we start to see how in addition to the various ways that youth 
are positioned within a field, they are also differentially affected by their statuses from 
other social fields.  
 
Capital dynamics across the social fields 
Although it is first necessary to explore capital through various fields in which 
status is conferred, this analysis is insufficient. Capital in any given field is in constant 
dynamic with the capital one holds in other fields. Seen from a more dynamic 
perspective, capital and status unfolds across social fields in ways that are interdependent. 
In these case studies, immigrant youth are first positioned by their migration process in 
terms of the economic, social and cultural capital that their families have to negotiate the 
migration process.  For any population, the migration process and citizenship impacts 
capital and status in every other field. For example, a limited amount of cultural capital in 
the form of knowledge of migration laws and procedures and social capital in established 
family connections in the United States often results in an undocumented status for a 
student. In arguably the most glaring example of complexity of capital across social 
fields, undocumented migration status shapes capital across societal positioning in work 
and education. 
The status conferred in the migratory process shapes the relationship immigrant 
youth have with work, including the need to work, the amount of work and the type of 
work they can pursue. For example, if a student is undocumented, their need to work is 
likely impacted by financial responsibilities in both home and host communities, such as 
paying for the services of a ‘coyote’ before they immigrate and after, in the form of 
remittances (Levitt, 2001). Because of legal and economic vulnerability, undocumented 
youth are forced to deal with two competing priorities: the need to secure economic 
capital in often unstable work situations and the need to pursue cultural capital through 
work and educational opportunities. For youth with residency or citizenship, while work 
may still be a pressing need, it is not in direct competition with pursuing cultural capital 
through schooling and extracurricular pursuits.  
The circumstances in migration processes often shape the need to work, but it is 
also felt in the kind and amount of work. For undocumented youth, the work they can 
access is poorly paid, unstable, has no options for mobility and is very limited in the 
kinds of economic capital it conveys. For example, an undocumented high school student 
often needs to work many more hours at a lower hourly rate and does not have leverage 
to negotiate scheduling preferences in consideration of school demands and 
opportunities. A student who has residency or citizenship, however, can pursue work that 
is more stable, adapts to the high school timetable, and often has the potential to give 
them cultural capital, which is in turn valued on applications to college. Documented 
immigrant youth can do this because their status makes them more comfortably visible: 
they have documentation, they are in high school, and they and their employees can 
speak explicitly about these conditions. For undocumented youth, their vulnerability and 
need to remain far less visible creates a relationship in which they are more at the will of 
employers’ tendencies. Migration processes impact directly the mixture of the amount 
and kind of work available to undocumented students, and the pressing need to 
accumulate economic capital. Ultimately, a lack of capital in the migratory process 
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echoes in the cultural capital they have to access professional and higher education 
opportunities.  
At the same time as work is being shaped by migration status, these factors are 
also impacting the field of education. For immigrant youth, their migration status impacts 
their interaction with education, in the form of fear and misinformation about 
admissibility and affordability. Fear or misinformation about eligibility and admissibility 
often delays high school aged undocumented immigrants’ enrollment in high school. 
Once enrolled in high school and pursuing academic class work, immigrant students, like 
all other students in American high schools, find themselves amidst prevailing and 
constant conversations about college. Students go on college visits, meet with their 
counselors to take college entrance exams and are prepped by their teachers for skills that 
they will need in college. However, for undocumented students, the fear and 
misinformation about accessing free public K-12 schooling is amplified in discussions of 
college. As with any other pursuit of institutional information, undocumented immigrants 
must deal with the fear of exposure, and this fear often leads them to, quite strategically, 
withdraw from pursuits like college visits and optional college-preparatory activities. 
Additionally, among immigrant students and personnel working in schools and higher 
education, there is rampant misinformation about the rights of undocumented students to 
attend college. Finally, undocumented students cannot access federal financial aid, and in 
all but 10 states undocumented students must pay out-of-state tuition (Jefferies, 2009).  
Defined in their status through migration processes, undocumented immigrant 
students’ mix of fear and misinformation about admissibility and affordability, more 
often than not, leads them to simply withdraw from many educational pursuits. And quite 
justifiably, many decide not to pursue higher education because of its questionable pay-
off for them in procuring advancement through professional work. In this way, migration 
process effects education, across its levels, and these effects then loop back to affect the 
field of work.  
However, migration status also affects the day to day practices with professional 
educators, shaping access to social and cultural capital within academic contexts and 
echoing beyond those contexts. To best understand these dynamics, social capital must 
be understood not simply a matter of resources found within families, as is most 
strongly associated with Bourdieu’s theories on social capital, but as those resources 
leveraged from a variety of resources. Coleman’s (1988) research on the social capital 
theorized the impact of close and closed networks among a set of individuals, 
delineating that the knitting of this network promotes better social positioning. In 
Sandip’s case, his social capital network is constituted by many nonfamilial adults in 
this life, including school-based mentors who create a circuit of compatible advice and 
support (Coleman, 1988). In fact, across classroom contexts, the activities of 
afterschool meetings for service trips and extra help from teachers, Sandip has, in 
effect, what Flores-Gonzalez (2002) refers to as a niche, where several adults interact 
with him to support his academic learning, and just as importantly, the presentation of 
that learning to adults outside of the school. However, while Flores-Gonzalez addressed 
school-based niches, it is important to note here that the synchrony of capital in 
Sandip’s circle comes from school-based and other professionals. Whether they are 
school counselors or youth development mentors, Sandip receives similar advice and is, 
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in kind, recognized through a common viewpoint. 
From the view of these mentors, Sandip is seen to be a student who, as 
mentioned earlier, had a plan and was pursuing it through his secondary years. Lina, by 
comparison, is less able to access and knit a similar network of adults. The advice and 
support she receives from her teachers is less developed and does not necessarily 
conjoin neatly with the input from her family members. However, in comparison to 
Sandip’s heightened visibility to his academic mentors, Lina has a much more limited 
visibility and availability, so her opportunities to nurture and ‘close’ her network of 
adult mentors is far more limited. Although more implicit than her need to work within 
her family structure, this access to social capital is just impactful upon her cultural 
capital and positioning in society. For all students in educational systems, the capital in 
one field not only affects but is affected by the other fields; the dynamic is multi-
directional and constant across the fields. What is needed, then, are better ways of both 
knowing the factors that impact students’ positionings and attending to those factors. 
 
Discussion: Education from the perspective of capital in society. 
When achievement in society is seen as the direct result of hard work, education 
fits neatly into this view as a, if not the, space of potential, both for individuals’ and 
groups’ success in society. The promise and potential of education to position youth well 
in society, however, is complicated greatly when considered from the view of capital in 
social fields. Education, as a social field, is far from equal in how status is afforded 
within the field. This status is then further complicated by the capital and status awarded 
in other fields, and for immigrant populations, particularly by migration processes, with 
inequities outside of education often echoed and perpetuated within school walls. In 
examining these dynamics this way, our work is in keeping with the approach and 
findings of other sociological studies (e.g., Bowles and Gintis, 1976; MacLeod, 2005; 
Willis, 1977) that have documented how social class impacts and is perpetuated through 
education. However, this study differentiates not in how status in social fields predicts 
status in education, but rather explores the dynamic interaction among the various fields. 
This study demonstrates how education works in constant, simultaneous conjunction with 
other social fields to shape status and positioning. Moreover, this study points to a crucial 
field not often discussed in educational research on immigrant populations: 
documentation status. 
For immigrant populations, migration process and resulting status effects 
positioning in every social field, indelibly marking access to status with K-12 education, 
access to higher education, and access to fairly paid and safe workplaces. In the United 
States, there are 1.7 undocumented youth under the age of 18 (Passel, 2006), and of those 
numbers, 16-20% fail to complete high school (Protopsaltis, 2005), and only 1 out of 20 
undocumented seniors attend college (Protopsaltis, 2005). However, within educational 
policy, practice, and research on immigrant populations, migration process is rarely 
discussed.  By virtue of its absence, migration process is relegated as belonging in 
another disciplinary field, too complicated to take up within the more traditional 
educational domains of language learning and achievement, and/or too risky to undertake 
within institutionally sanctioned research. With the relationship of migration status and 
education obscured, it is easier to uphold the myth that students enter and navigate the 
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educational social field on equal ground. Without examining how other fields, 
particularly migration processes for immigrant populations, effect status within 
education, the business of educational inquiry has a cleaner slate of classroom practice to 
address, focusing primarily on second language acquisition (Stevens, 2009), but misses 
the mark of the local and transnational realities that deeply mediate any promise that 
education might offer for status in society.  
In some senses, migration process is but one example, albeit a compelling one, of 
how a social field that, disciplinarily, lies outside of the field of education, is pervasive in 
its effects on students’ lives. Regarding both the cases explored in this study and 
education research, the field of migration processes is at the same time, deeply impactful 
and largely silenced. This silencing occurs both through immigrants’ fear of exposure and 
the ignorance and misinformation surrounding immigrant populations in institutional 
circles, including academic research. Conceptually, the silencing occurs through an 
incorrect focus of social field of itself. In other words, education and its role in youths’ 
lives cannot be well understood by solely examining educational settings. Nor cannot it 
be well understood by tracking the patterns of access by factors such as race, 
socioeconomic status, or even documentation status. What is needed is a “more complex 
framework to understand how inequalities in these processes have been and continue to 
be created,” (Louie, 2007, p. 2223). This complexity must begin with making the 
business of education more than decontextualized learning objectives. This type of 
complexity begs the involvement of multiple perspectives and areas of expertise: law, 
education, and social services. Minimally, school-based personnel need more up-to-date 
and relevant knowledge about migration processes; more substantively, legal and social 
services professionals should be integrated into school settings that service immigrant 
populations. 
However, this implication is far from a simple shift. Ironically, human subjects 
and peer reviews of this article suggested the place of research into undocumented 
youths’ lives as better suited to sociology or anthropology. This reflects the 
institutionalized patterns of disciplinary boundaries, felt at the higher education level and 
only more tightly constricted in the curriculum and pedagogy discussions in K-12 
schooling. More traditionally, inquiries into immigrant youth in education fall under the 
areas of English as a Second Language and Bilingual Education. Making a shift not away 
from but broadening these conversations is necessary to complicate the oversimplified 
teleology from education to success. 
How, then, can educational research and practice know which fields to examine, 
if an understanding of youths’ lives is incomplete through school-based interactions? In 
this study and others (e.g., Bartolomé, 1994), the answer to this question is in knowing 
well youth and their social contexts well. Because migration processes is pervasive in its 
effects on immigrants’ lives, we focused sharp attention on these facts. With other 
populations, other social fields might be as, more, or less compelling. To know which 
social fields are interacting with education and how those interactions affect social status, 
education must make this type of inquiry a stronger feature of its business (Luke, 2008). 
Educators must, first, in essence, become sociologists of both schooling practices and the 
contexts in which those practices are embedded. Educators must break with facile 
although soothing myths of education as a key to achievement and engage in more 
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rigorous, robust, and recursive interrogations of the work of schooling. If we’re looking 
to improve students’ chances of securing a stable position in society, then we must first 
and continually investigate and understand well the influence of other social fields on 
education and how education, in turn, enables access and engagement in social fields. 
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